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Chapter 1 


The old store 


ROM the outside the old store looked like a hastily abandoned 
EF shack, frozen in time. Crumbling bricks blended seamlessly with 
cracked pavement, a chunk of which was used to prop open the front 
door on cooler autumn days. Paint flakes mingled with scraggly 
plant growth under smudged windows. Shaggy bits of tape hung 
from a long, ragged crack that spanned the largest window, beside 
the only door that opened. 

Inside, three dusty Mason jars rested forlorn among a sparse 
clutter of plastic covered knick knacks that adorned the middle shelf. 
Three other shelves gleamed with colourful packages of potato chips, 
pretzels and gum. 
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In a corner of the store, bright confectionery almost hid the old 
woman who sat hunched over a laptop behind the counter. Her bony 
arms protruded from a light, sleeveless blouse as her long fingers flew 
over the keypad that rested on her denim cutoffs. Beside her yawned 
the open drawer of an ancient cash register, heavy with small change. 
The loud hum of three pop and bottled water coolers completely 
drowned out the gurgle of the coffee machine, a meter to the left of 
her knobby elbow. 

A pair of dollar store bi-foals about 200X too weak adorned Ma- 
bel’s beak-like nose. Close set eyes squinted through light reflections 
from the store windows at the enlarged type on her screen. 

“..protest your treatment of protesters in Toronto... demand that 
you free ...” 

Her back and shoulders hurt. There was nothing ergonomic 
about the stool behind the counter and Mabel kept forgetting to 
get up and do stretches. 

“’. furthermore, we...” 

She paused for a moment to think about the wording and ab- 
sentmindedly pushed a wiry, gray curl behind her left ear. This was 
the third letter she had written. They all had to be different so that 
different people could send them. 

The glass front door of the store snapped open with its accom- 
panying loud “cuckoo”, allowing a wave of warm, humid air to roll 
over Mabel. 

“Well, it’s a darn sight cooler in here,’ murmured a man’s deep, 
rich voice. 

Mabel didn’t look up. 

“Tm finding it too cold,” she mumbled amiably enough, fingers 
still softly clicking on the keypad. 

A spongy arm extending from a faded, Hawaiian shirt spread 
across the counter. Coins made a light clicking sound as he deposited 
them in front of Mabel’s face. 

“Mind if I just leave the cash on the counter?” he asked. 

Mabel sighed and pushed her laptop onto the shelf under the 
counter. For the first time she looked between the swollen folds of 
skin that almost hid this man’s green eyes. 

“Sure Hank. The cash register isn’t working anyway.” 
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Hardly anybody came to Loon Cove Store anymore. - at least 
not since mining companies had ravaged the land leaving it to erode. 
Even when it was supposedly booming, Loon Cove was a little pocket 
of nowhere - just far enough away from anywhere not to be noticed. 
At least the fishing used to be good. 

When Mabel and Hank were young, Loon Cove was quaint if a 
little out of the way. Now it was just ugly and isolated. 

“Y’ ever wonder how they make any money from this store?” 
Hank mused. 

“No.” 

Mabel went back to her typing. No one seemed to wonder any- 
thing important anymore. Anyway it was no secret that the real 
treasures were under the counter - those legal, highly addictive drugs 
that the government counted on for revenue. This was the stock the 
owner had warned her to lock away at night. It was the cigarettes 
that kept a small store in rural Ontario afloat. 

A life-long non smoker, Mabel was shocked at how much people 
were willing to pay for their drugs, and how much the government 
could get away with taxing them for the habit. 

Thugs didn’t used to be a problem in Loon Cove either, but as 
the population of surrounding areas sunk deep into poverty crimes 
of all kinds increased everywhere. Just being poor didn’t make the 
addiction go away. 
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The jails seemed to be reserved for non-whites, political prison- 
ers and those who dared to rob or challenge the rich. From that 
perspective nothing had changed, except that there were more of 
them. 

At least Hank didn’t smoke anymore. Food had been his weak- 
ness for as long as Mabel had known him, but at least you could 
keep that habit to yourself, mostly. 

Worn floor boards groaned underfoot as Hank propelled his heavy 
bulk to the small, square café table squeezed into the corner opposite 
Mabel. He settled with a wheeze into a chair beside the flaked, or- 
ange stripes on the wall. (At the time they were painted, the orange 
stripes were supposed to have a subliminal effect on customers mak- 
ing them leave as quickly as possible after making their purchase.) 

“Hey, Mabel honey- Would you mind...?” he began. 

“Get it yourself,” she snapped, certain that a walk would do him 
good. 

Hank always finished his soda before he could sit down. He never 
tired of asking her to serve him and she never tired of saying “no”. 
It was almost a ritual. 

“and don’t call me honey,” she added, because the routine 
wouldn’t be a routine without saying that too. 

..and every day was routine for everyone still trapped in that 
God-forsaken place. Every morning at seven skinny, old Mabel shuf- 
fled over in her worn Birkenstocks to open the store for an absentee 
landlord. Every morning the same three guys came in before she 
could get things properly set up, to gossip and drink coffee. She 
didn’t try to get to know them, and except to pay for their coffee 
they paid no attention to her. After they left there were a few kids- 
the ones young enough not to have already left Loon Cove. They 
had little to do in the summer time but buy cheap candy and hang 
out in front of the store until the day got too hot. 

When he wasn’t traveling, Hank always came after the kids left, 
when the store was empty - when Mabel was just settling down to 
catch up on her letter writing. They spoke little and never socialized 
outside the store, but sometimes it just felt comfortable to share the 
same space. 

“Who are you writing at today?” 
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Hank pressed forward, his flesh nearly engulfing the counter top. 
The fresh scent of mint toothpaste mingled with the clove in his 
shaving lotion. 

“Fascists,” Mabel said flatly. 

Hank smiled warmly. 

“Do you think they even read your letters?” 

She paused. This wasn’t part of the ritual. Neither were the 
youthful feelings that flooded her on the rare occasions when he 
stood that close. They had history together but their future had 
ended in the past. It ended when he chose someone else with whom 
to share his life - someone whose money could further his career. 

“No Hank. I don’t. Most of my letters disappear into the noise of 
the Internet. I think the authorities dismiss my letters and dismiss 
me as a crazy old lady. They roll over us like a big oppressive 
machine, but I have to do this. For my sanity I have to at least 
pretend that someone, somewhere, sometime, might listen.” 

She didn’t think it possible but Hank leaned closer, his belly 
engulfing more of the counter. 

“Who is the lucky recipient of this one?” he queried. 

“It’s a letter to the premier. The Queen of England is visiting in 
the aftermath of that large protest over increased privileges for the 
banks. It’s obviously just something to distract any pop-culturists 
who aren’t already afraid of the police. Even having a queen is such 
a stupid idea...” 

Again, Hank smiled softly. 

“You're beautiful when you rebel,” he interrupted. 

Mabel’s indifferent gaze returned to her gnarled, spotted fingers, 
still resting on the keyboard. Years ago when Hank left, Mabel had 
turned her energy to writing on behalf of the disadvantaged. Those 
fingers had scarcely left the keypad since. 

And while Mabel was typing her life away, Hank was on a journey 
of his own. After 5 years of marriage his wife had left him and 
his alcoholism behind for a woman. Then he lost tenure at the 
university where he taught history. Two years later, while in detox, 
Hank thought he’d found God. He went on to live with an admiring 
student, who then died of cancer having spent 10 years trying to 
convince him that it was all right to be ordinary. With each setback 
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his bulk seemed to increase exponentially. At last, aging and weary, 
he moved home to Loon Cove, the end of the world, where he settled 
for a speech writing contract with an old colleague-cum-politician. 
Five years later he was still supplementing his retirement pension 
with political writing contracts and occasional trips to Toronto to 
act as a consultant. 

Hank wrote what Mabel termed “government propaganda”. 

“The Toronto Star called the queen’s visit “A much needed mea- 
sure of calm””, Mabel growled. “T fail to see how parading a privileged 
person in front of the poor is calming.” 

Hank took a deep breath and smiled wearily. 

“Why does it always feel like we’re having parallel conversations?” 

Now he was annoying her. In some ways the predictability of 
her life made up for an increasing sense of oppression that everyone 
was feeling. Quietly enjoying one another’s presence was pleasantly 
predictable. She liked him better when he didn’t talk. 

“There’s an easy way out of that, Hank,” she said with a dismis- 
sive wave of her hand. 

But Hank wouldn’t be put off so easily this time. 

“..1 know you are living in poverty, Mabel,” he began. 

Despite a marked inability to pay some bills, Mabel didn’t think 
of herself as one of “the poor” that she was trying to defend. She 
looked up, perplexed. 

“T didn’t mean to be insulting,” Hank countered. 

“Poverty is a badge of honor these days, Hank. Anyway, I’m 
pretty hard to personally insult. Your point?” 

Hank opened his mouth but before he could speak a loud “cuckoo” 
split the hum of the pop machines. They both started like guilty 
children. It was 12 noon. People were trickling into the store to get 
their mail. 

“Tell me it’s not getting hotter out there,’ Mabel complained 
amiably to some teens as they burst through the door. 

Hank leaned purposefully over the counter. 

“Say you'll have dinner with me,” he whispered. “You want to 
hear this.” 


Chapter 2 


The plan 


ANK and Mabel were the only customers that night, in an old 
ial greasy spoon just on the outskirts of Loon Cove. The building 
nested among some rocks beside a rickety railroad bridge, a remnant 
of Loon Cove’s industrial glory days. Mainline trains still blew their 
whistles as they slowed to bypass the decaying Loon Cove branch 
line. 

“This is why you called me here? Some political gobbledygook?” 

Mabel wasn’t half as annoyed as she pretended. She just didn’t 
want to dignify any discussion involving pretentious officials by seem- 
ing interested. 

“T bet they’re just shuffling taxpayer’s money from one pot to 
another again. Once again it’s all about who will take credit for 
rearranging the way in which ordinary people are held down,” she 
added. 

Hank placed his hands on either side of the table. His blue, tweed 
jacket spread wide exposing a generous expanse of white shirt. He 
leaned forward as though inviting Mabel to join him in a conspiracy. 

‘Tm telling you ... I was talking to the Premier yesterday. The 
contract is too good to pass up. I already have too much on the go 
for just one person and thought you would be glad of an opportunity 
to make some real money for a change,” he countered. 

Mabel leaned back so the waitress could deliver her salad, a tiny 
bowl of pale, green iceberg lettuce with a crunchy, pinkish tomato 
slice on top. 
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“Tl pay you what I would have made for any work you do. My 
budget allows for a partner and the time-line demands one.” 

Mabel reached into her pocket for a small packet of spirulina and 
proceeded to turn her salad blue-green. 

“Me, a propaganda writer...” she mused. “How much latitude is 
there?” 

“IT knew you’d ask that. The part you get is purely descriptive 
of the program. I’ll soil my soul with any necessary spinning and 
omissions.” 

“In other words, you want me to do your research for you. Can I 
write letters after the fact exposing the hypocrisy?” she smiled. 

Hank was growing impatient. 

“If there is any. Look, do you want the job or don’t you? You'll 
make more in an hour than you presently make in a day ... I don’t 
have to do this Mabel.” 

“Deadline?” 

“Good. Ill bring you all the details tomorrow at the store. Some 
of the preliminary writing you may be able to do even before we 
leave.” 

Hank scraped his chair backward across the floor so that the wait- 
ress could deliver his “special”. For Mabel, accepting food without 
even asking what was in it was just another sacrilegious act. Guys 
like Hank sometimes didn’t seem to care what they ate as long as 
they could chew and swallow. 

And Hank was no stranger to gourmet cuisine. It’s just that The 
Burger Beat was the only restaurant within 2 km of Loon Cove. 

Hank raised his fork and smiled at Mabel. 

“Eat if you dare,” he joked before digging in. 

This time Mabel smiled back. She liked the openness that came 
with being indifferent to one-another’s judgments. It was as if some 
nervous veil of social responsibility that once existed between them 
had dissolved. Two very different paths had converged, and re- 
converged ... nothing more. Perhaps there were some advantages 
to living that long. 

Mabel had already finished her tiny salad when Hank was part 
way through his meal. A packet of sugary salad dressing sat un- 
opened beside her bowl. Between bites Hank wondered out loud if 
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she wanted to hear more about the program. 

“You won’t approve,” he added. “It is what you have branded 
“a re-shuffling of public funds for the purpose of political efficacy”. 
Some university students have been offered a grant to provide day- 
care for teen mothers with drug problems while the mothers attend 
rehab. Then the mothers will be offered loans to attend college and 
learn one of a selection of skills before being transferred to mining 
communities in the north. Before you ask, yes - they get to take 
their kids with them after the program. 

“Your task will be to write about the details of the daycare pro- 
gram itself, to some degree drawing upon observations you made 
while traveling, such as life in the Israeli kibbutz-en, and...” 

“You're right. I don’t approve,” Mabel interrupted. “No doubt 
some of these drug addicts were sent over the edge by Justice Eliz- 
abeth Bola. I hear she hates women and children.” 

Justice Bola’s biases were widely known. Though no one could 
prove it, it was even rumored that she had also recently accepted a 
substantial gift from a suspected drug lord ... a male drug lord, of 
course. 

“Why are the privileged students getting a free grant when the 
poor and desperate have to pay back loans?” Mabel added. 

“and...” Hank continued patiently, “...you may need to travel 
but travel expenses will more than cover everything you need.” 

“So, why hire an old protester?” asked Mabel. 

‘Tm hiring you,” Hank replied as he wiped his plate with a slab 
of bread. 

Mabel fell silent and her eyes brightened, but if she was hatching 
a plan to further her own advocacy efforts Hank wasn’t worried. It 
was his money. He held all the cards. The worst she could do was 
embarrass herself and then he’d fire her. 

Mabel cleared her throat. 

“In 1973 my great grandmother went to the Soviet Union as a 
student. They didn’t even stamp their passports. Their profs. told 
them it was because a Soviet stamp might make it hard for them to 
get into other countries. Then she learned that the RCMP would 
have a lifetime file on each student as a result of that trip, anyway. 

“T couldn’t understand why they would waste their time and pa- 
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per that way ... and that was back when everyone deeply believed 
that we lived in a free and democratic country. 

“Things are worse now. Aren’t you afraid that your reputation 
with the government could suffer if you brought me along?” 

Hank waved a credit card at the waitress, who was chatting on 
the phone behind the counter. 

“You couldn’t do much that I haven’t already done to myself, 
Mabel,” he said wearily. 

“Well, it’ll be an adventure then - like the old days only without 
all that youthful energy,” she replied without enthusiasm. 

Hank reached into his jacket and produced a thin, glossy brochure. 
He spread it on the table in front of Mabel. 

“T have access to a time-share, so there'll be lots of room. We’ll 
have to share the kitchen,” he said, pointing to an expansive wood- 
scape of counter tops. Mabel stared blankly at colourful pictures of 
immaculate rooms with a pool view. 

“Of course, [’ll respect your space,” said Hank, “though it may 
be necessary to entertain once or twice.” 

“We could have an old-person friction party ... with the lights 
out, naturally,” Mabel joked, inappropriately. 

“and horsdoervres would be catered so we wouldn’t have to 
cook,” Hank continued, ignoring her remark. “If you run out of 
vitamin supplements we can arrange to have them delivered, too.” 

“Will it really take that long?” she whined. “Please tell me I 
won’t have to rub elbows with academics. Most academics are so 
arrogant and condescending.” 

“Tl just tell them you’re the maid,“ said Hank, no longer trying 
to mask his annoyance. Then he added, 

“You know, there are devices that will pick up everything said 
in the room and record what was said and who said it to whom. 
Depending on when they decide to process the information, which 
could involve hindsight after various events have taken place, you 
might get a call for “questioning” years down the road. The methods 
they use to question you are infinitely more private and primitive.” 

He gave her a side-long glance which she pretended not to notice. 

“Maybe it would be unwise to take you to a cocktail party,” he 
mused. 
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He seemed about half serious. Mabel decided not to push it any 
further. 

The waitress returned with Hank’s credit slip and waited by the 
table. Hank glanced sideways at Mabel as he flourished some bills 
and laid out his usual generous tip. Mabel stared blankly at the 
door and started to get up. 

Suddenly an ear-splitting train whistle shattered the sound of 
chairs scratching across the wooden floor. They both jumped but 
quickly regained their composure. 

Mabel turned to look into Hank’s eyes. 

“You know, it was nice to have dinner with you. Thanks,” she 
shouted over the sound of metal wheels clicking over steel rails. 

“Want to take a walk?” Hank shouted back, not sure what else 
to say. 

It was still early by most people’s standards but Mabel just 
wanted to get home. She had a store to open at 7. 

Mabel slipped her arm warmly through his and turned back to- 
ward the door. 

“No.” 


Tt 


Chapter 3 


No turning back 


T was worse than she thought. Mabel hadn’t made time to clean 
| up before her dinner with Hank the night before. She was still 
sweeping when her three morning customers arrived. A spider stag- 
gered out from under the sun-sprinkled pile of dust advancing before 
her broom, only to be swallowed by a shadow. Mabel looked up. 

“Well, you’re early- and you’re blocking my sun,” she said, a smile 
teasing edges of her lips. 

Her pleasure at seeing him was not lost on Hank, who flashed 
some beautifully bonded dental work as he stepped over the broom. 

The three morning regulars froze, as though unsure how to treat 
this intruder, but beyond a nod in their direction Hank paid them no 
heed. With an exaggerated gesture he took up the broom as Mabel 
abandoned it to tend to the cash. 

The men turned to Mabel with curious smirks, but she stopped 
them with an understanding nod. 

“He’s the new janitor.” 

Knowing that this was the most detailed explanation they could 
expect from Mabel, her three regulars returned to their morning rou- 
tine of drinking coffee, mumbled conversations and reading papers. 
Anyway, nobody in Loon Cove ever seemed to have much curiosity 
beyond the trivialities of social interaction. 

Mabel took her usual place behind the counter and powered up 
her laptop, again to be engulfed by a shadow, this time scented with 
mint and clove. 
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“T never realized how irritating the lighting in this place can be 
when I’m trying to work. Would you mind standing there for a while 
- like, all morning?” she said without looking up. 

A thick wad of printed paper flopped over her computer screen. 

“Now that was just rude...” Mabel began as she pushed her laptop 
back under the counter. 

“You couldn’t have sent me an electronic copy? Well, give me 
the morning to study this and I’ll get back to you,” she added with 
a dismissive wave. 

Without a word, Hank turned on his heel and strode out through 
the front door, still propped open to catch the last cool wisps of 
morning air. 

Setting aside what she deemed high moral standards, Mabel 
spent the morning pouring over government legalese. This could 
be an opportunity to be read, if only for adapting someone else’s 
thoughts. 

Mabel had worked for the government once while Hank was in 
graduate school. After completing undergrad studies Mabel spent 
her days crafting what she would later term propaganda. She took 
pride in it in those days, like any art. It was different then, before 
corporatization was rampant in the world. You could feel like you 
were really informing people for their own good. 

The contract seemed to be standard fare- way too many words 
written in the most obtuse possible way, to protect the government 
and its corporate puppet masters. There was no mention of money 
paid directly to her but her role was very clear. If he intended to 
pay her in cash, there would be no mention of it. This was common 
practice when dealing with sub contractors. Either way, Hank had 
more to lose than she did. She knew that Hank cared about his 
standing in society and wanted to build it back. She knew that this 
program would proceed with or without her. Someone less inclined 
to question its efficacy would only take her place. She reasoned that 
the worst that could happen to her would be firing. Even then, if it 
was cash under the table she had nothing to officially lose. 

There was a certain freedom that accompanied poverty and in- 
visibility that wasn’t there when someone else held you accountable 
to their ideal. However, at her age even death couldn’t be held over 
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her head, because it was already close on the horizon anyway. 

Mabel knew she wouldn’t be given all the background informa- 
tion for the project, not even by Hank. Hank knew how to play the 
corporate game and through some twisted logic appeared to have 
reconciled his need for social standing with the baby steps he some- 
times took toward social justice- like hiring someone like Mabel out 
of his grant money and paying her exactly what he was making for 
her time. Buried beneath all that bulk and denial there must be a 
good heart. 

Mabel had never bothered to take a vacation from her cash- 
under-the-table job at the store. Finding a hungry local to take it 
over for a couple of weeks or a month wouldn’t be hard. Getting the 
job back when she returned might, but forfeiting it was no great loss 
either. 

The afternoon “cuckoo” sliced through her ruminations, eclipsing 
the hum of the pop machines. Hank walked in at his usual time. 
Was it that time already? 





As always, Mabel continued to type. 

“... Privatizing profits and socializing risks requires militarization 
of the economy. The few who are able, through the fear and the 
ignorance of their minions, to attempt to satiate their greed...” 

Again the smell of mint and clove permeated her senses - this 
time without the shadow. This time she broke protocol and slid 
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her laptop under the counter before Hank could speak. With a 
resigned air Mabel slapped a signed contract on the part of the 
counter unoccupied by Hank’s expanse. 

Hank smiled a weary smile. 

“You won’t regret this, Mabel.” 

“No, Hank, I don’t intend to,” Mabel warned. 

“You have always been so passionately left ...” he began. 

This comment came with a look of fondness that Mabel hadn’t 
seen since they were young. It felt out of place. 

“Well, get your soda and sit down,” she interrupted. “It says that 
we don’t leave for another two weeks and I have badly paid work to 
catch up on.” 

A feeling of unease crept over her. Mabel longed to return to 
feeling comfortable in Hank’s quiet presence, but everything seemed 
to have changed. He was different. For one thing he hadn’t asked 
for a second soda. When she looked up from her computer he was 
watching her. 

Hank broke the silence with uncharacteristic abruptness. 

“Did you know I had a heart attack last month? Did you even 
notice when I didn’t come in?” 

Now he looked scared. 

Mabel paused, for a moment completely disarmed, then regained 
her composure. 

“T noticed. For God’s sake, stop drinking pop!” 

“Oh yes,” he added. “... and we leave tomorrow.” 
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Chapter 4 
New beginnings 


ORONTO was nothing like Mabel had seen in her grandmother’s 
T photos. A wall of high rises extended to the outskirts of Scar- 
borough and Richmond Hill, ending abruptly on a sandy shore that 
was once alive with water and fish. Dry sand gave way to cracked 
clay, sloping toward a glistening patch of brown sludge they still 
called Lake Ontario. The lake had been drying up for a long time 
but Mabel had never seen it so bad. She could still remember her 
grandmother’s stories, how as a young child she and her siblings 
played in the polluted water that once lapped its shores. These were 
the days before the Tar-sands Pipeline facilitated the devastation of 
Western Canada and half of the central United States in order to 
supply heavy crude to Chinese markets. Before that, some had still 
hoped that the Greenhouse Effect might be turned around, or at 
least arrested. 

Inside the endless maze of high-rises that Toronto had become, an 
eerie luminescence replaced the intense sunlight that glinted from the 
hard-baked clay of the outskirts. Soft LED lights glittered through 
the leaves of indoor gardens, casting shadowed fingers into the swel- 
tering streets. Nothing moved. 

Mabel craned her neck to try to see the tops of the buildings that 
perpetually shielded these lonely streets from the sky. A network 
of walkways linked the buildings at various levels, reminiscent of 
clothes lines that might have stretched between high rises in the 
poorer sections of cities in the forties. 
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Hank explained that the people on the bottom lived most of their 
lives indoors and underground. They were a mainly ignored subcul- 
ture that existed in some ways under the radar of the authorities - 
the hippies of the modern world. 

Most people on the ground floors were squatters, allowed to stay 
because through their diligence the base of the buildings remained 
in good repair. 

It was rumored that the squatters who inhabited street level 
floors and below grew most of their own food using specialized light- 
ing systems developed with open source technology. It was even 
rumored that some of them kept livestock in what used to be vi- 
brant malls. It was widely believed that these innovative people had 
tweaked the sub-sol ventilation systems to release air to the outside 
only when southerly winds might mingle the animal odor with the 
foul stench of what remained of Lake Ontario. This disguise would 
require a sophisticated level of organization. However, no clear lead- 
ers had ever emerged and no one had ever proven anything. 

Within the corporate hierarchy, these people were considered to 
be the dregs of society. They kept to themselves. They didn’t 
threaten authority. By now there might be whole generations who 
knew only this shadowy indoors and the sprawling maze that linked 
possible living pods together, which everyone imagined to be musty 
caves. 

There were whole generations that knew nothing but life in the 
clouds, as well. These two groups had evolved separately and their 
economies were largely independent of one-another. 

No one with any money or pride would live deep in these urban 
canyons, only fleetingly touched directly by the sun. But everyone 
wanted to go higher ... the higher your floor, the higher your prestige. 
Even in the buildings that ringed this complex of high-rises no truly 
respectable person would live on the ground floor. Prime real estate 
was at the very top, looking down at the clouds that sometimes 
engulfed the middle floors. 

Residents of this lofty sky=village bleached their white skin whiter 
or tinted it dark, depending on the fashion. Up there you could 
choose hair colour, eye colour and within the constraints of in- 
breeding, even have a longer life. They came and went in private 
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helicopters, mostly ignoring their own vulnerability and any depen- 
dence they may have on the rabble below. 

“But before you start placing proponents of subsurface economies 
on some lofty pedestal, know that these people have their own in- 
ternal politics, maybe even including monomaniacal leaders,” Hank 
explained. “Once you get to know anything about any of the social 
levels they all start to look like apes with different cultural trappings. 


“Cloud dwellers have held on to the most patriarchal vestiges of 
the old social structures, with all the sexual politics this kind of 
polarization spawns. You could write on behalf of the upper-class 
women who cannot inherit and have no rights, Mabel, or you may 
see them as being too well fed to bother fighting for themselves. The 
fact is that their socialization doesn’t equip them for anything but 
life as ornamental chattel. They’re comfortable if not always happy. 
Since their only power comes from sexual politics, they constantly 
change their appearance to remain attractive to men - sometimes 
shortening their lives in the process. Either way, they spend most of 
their time self-medicating. 

“Synthohol is a big seller in the clouds and I hear that it comes in 
every flavor imaginable. Hashish also comes in a plethora of flavors 
and forms up there. That’s why there are always long lines when a 
job as “Taster” opens up, though the pay isn’t that great and no one 
ever says what happened to the last taster. 

“Some people would do anything to get above the clouds, includ- 
ing be a taster.” 

Mabel smirked. 

“At home you have to grow your own marijuana and I bet it isn’t 
half as potent,” she said. 

Hank cleared his throat. 

“And within the leisure classes it’s not only the women who sedate 
themselves. Many of the men are less drunk on power than looking 
for kicks. Where do you go when you’ve reached the top of your 
game? Kicking your servants gets old. Even control freaks need a 
break. 

“Servants live right in the clouds, just below the ruling classes. 
They seldom leave their level except to take that long elevator up to 
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maintain an AI for the leisure class. Even then they are not allowed 
into any of the classified areas,” said Hank. 

Mabel laughed at the irony of Hank, who she considered to be 
a bit of a control freak himself, saying that. Hank ignored this and 
continued. He told her that both men and women in the leisure 
classes make exquisite art. If the art is especially good a man will 
usually take credit for it, like they did in the old days. Most women 
consider it a high honor to have their men want to take credit for 
their work. 

I was the middle classes who didn’t have time to make art. They 
were the worker bees and the gate keepers for an elite social bubble. 
Mabel gleaned that the collective goal of the middle classes seemed 
to be to maintain their place in some hierarchy among themselves. 
It was all they’d ever known. 

The sky dwellers also had economic interests on Mars. In fact, 
they were the only ones who benefited in a trading deal that saw 
most of Earth’s vital food shipped away to feed Martian workers. 
And the resource-based economy of Mars showed no signs of slowing 
down as long as Mars still needed Earth’s factories and farms. Ini- 
tially an exciting adventure for wealthy, adventurous entrepreneurs, 
Mars colonies had become a repository for political prisoners too 
charismatic to be allowed into earth prison culture. Since the sky 
dwellers still controlled all Earth - Mars communications, Mars had 
slipped out of the consciousness of most Earth inhabitants. 

. and here we are,” Hank concluded, gesturing toward a tall, 
glass building just across from the shadowy canyons. 

Hank’s timeshare was more like a condo, situated on the 10th 
floor of a building, on the north boundary of the city. It’s sunny 
balcony overlooked a roof-pool just below and a small suburb nestled 
in a shallow valley to the east. Some people opted for the suburbs 
rather than wait for their chance to ascend the levels of middle-town 
condos, if they could even get into a condo. 

“These are the moderately-paid slaves you think you are writing 
for, who compete with one another to hold up the cloud dwellers,” 
Hank explained. 

“The real slaves live in prisons.” 

An armed doorman greeted Hank and Mabel as they ascended 
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the outdoor escalator that enabled them to avoid contact with ground- 
level entrance. Recognizing Hank, he ushered them in to an elegant 
lobby with glass elevators. It was like entering another world - a 
world that Mabel only vaguely remembered from her glory days as 
a writer and editor for the government. Arriving in the airy expanse 
of the condo she felt lighter. For a moment years of internalizing 
oppression melted away. 

“I forgot what it felt like to be respected. Most of the time 
I’m writing in a void. Politicians respond with form letters if they 
respond at all. People in Loon Cove just know that we’re all at the 
end of the line and treat everybody the same. This is seductive. No 
wonder you keep falling from grace. The trick now will be to respect 
myself enough to remain principled.” 

Mabel was babbling and this time Hank seemed to enjoy her 
uncharacteristic verbosity. 

Once inside the time-share, Mabel shed her travel clothes for 
some respectable, old clothes - now back in fashion for the third 
time. Overall her size was the same, though shapes were arranged a 
little differently. Hank had never stopped updating his wardrobe and 
here people were treating them both like successful professionals. 

Hank smiled. 

“You clean up good. You don’t look a day over... well, something 
like you used to look. We should go somewhere.” 

“You mean go out and be seen?” said Mabel as she melted into 
a white, leather lazy boy recliner in the living room. 

“You don’t think we make a dapper couple?” 

“Fatty & scrawny... Don’t you ever stop pretending?” 

Mabel reached for the laptop that rested on the table beside her. 

“That thing is your security blanket, isn’t it Mabel?” said Hank. 

“Yes. I wear mine on the outside,” Mabel retorted. 

“You have been busk with me, and maybe I deserve that, but 
I’ve never known you to put people down because of their physical 
appearance,” said Hank, obviously hurt. 

“and I’m scrawny, Hank. Did you forget that part? I’m good 
with the truth even if it hurts, which it doesn’t. I just don’t care 
anymore. No one in our age group has that long, Hank, but to be 
honest I don’t want you to go before I do, so yes, your weight bothers 
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me.” 


The pain in Hank’s eyes turned to resignation, then relief. He 
sat down on the matching, white leather couch and leaned forward. 

“Skinny old women have a higher incidence of osteoporosis,” he 
countered. 

“Well, you let me worry about that,” said Mabel. “Fair enough. 
Pll lay off the fat - thing.” 

Hank stood up purposefully. 

“So, do you want to go out to dinner? I know a restaurant that 
serves 15 different great salads. You won’t even have to bring your 
own food.” 

Her laptop chimed a series of chromatic tones, indicating that it 
was ready for work. Mabel looked absent. 

“Why do the police harass elderly women in Ontario? What 
possible interest could corporate thugs have in little, old ladies? I’ve 
heard so many stories. One almost had a heart attack when they 
aimed their guns at her,” she mused. 

Hank stood his ground. 

“Well, why don’t you tell me about it over dinner.” 

“Helen and Marjorie were driving down the 400 with a back seat 
full of weeds to arrange into bundles for a craft sale when they were 
pulled over. Marjorie said to Helen, half in jest, “Have a heart at- 
tack.” While two officers with guns trained on them approached the 
car Helen very nearly did have a heart attack. She had to take a 
pill. Still the officers kept their guns trained on these women,” Mabel 
continued. 

“Tm buying,” said Hank. 

Mabel began again, 

“and Jennifer asked one officer why he was pointing a gun at 
her for an alleged speeding ticket. He said, “You’d be surprised at 
how many little old ladies pack heat.” If they keep this up we will... 
and somebody will get hurt!” 

“Well, now we don’t have to talk about that over dinner because 
you’ve already told me everything ...” Hank persisted. 

Mabel pressed the button to shut down her laptop. 

“Something keeps distracting me anyway,’ Mabel sighed with 
mock exasperation. 
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Then she gazed out the window at the highway. A glittering 
necklace of cars snaked its way slowly down the hill and around a 
turn, before losing itself in a cluster of tiny houses in the distance. 
Commuters were already plugging up the highway. This wouldn’t 
be easy. 

“Or, we could order in,” she offered. 

Hank sighed. 

“If you promise not to work,” he said, stretching a chubby arm 
toward the phone book. But he stopped and turned purposefully 
toward Mabel. 

“Of course, you realize that anything we order will take as long to 
come to us as it would for us to go to the food, and this restaurant 
is very special.” 

“For the ambiance ...” Mabel mumbled, distractedly. 

Hank shrugged and started to turn away again but Mabel stopped 
him. 

“Never mind. You had me on “wait”. Let’s go.” 

This time Hank paused and held up his hand. A faint crackling 
from the wall behind him slowed to a barely perceptible hiss. Hank 
furrowed his brow and motioned to Mabel to join him on the balcony. 

“Let me point out the route,” he said, guiding her to the ledge. 

Mabel leaned over the balcony into the cool, evening breeze, per- 
plexed by the seeming seriousness of the situation. A heavy arm 
rested gently on her shoulder and Hank gestured into the dusk at 
nothing in particular. Warm breath laced with mint and cloves prick- 
led the hairs on her neck. 

“They'll burn the condo down with that old spy equipment,” he 
whispered. “They have no respect.” 
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The speakeasy 


H, don’t be offended. You know I often speak in hyperbole,” Ma- 

bel growled as they crowded into a small, electric cab. Some 

random remark had clearly annoyed Hank, again, and his impa- 

tience was starting to surface .... again. Mabel remembered that 

impatience, always resting just below the surface. She remembered 
it well, and the passive aggression that often flowed in its wake. 

This cab wasn’t the limo Hank had ordered but they’d waited 
long enough, which, for Hank wasn’t long. Anyway, Hank said it 
was less likely to have ears. 

“Is there some mystery that you have been keeping from me or 
are you just paranoid?” Mabel asked. 

“Neither and both,” Hank responded, shifting in the narrow seat. 
“It’s a good thing you stayed skinny, Mabel. I don’t think two of me 
would fit in here,” he added, changing the subject. 

In fact, her close proximity to Hank was the most comfortable 
part of riding in that car. The springs in the seat were worn and 
suspension was non-existent. The vehicle wove in and out of traffic 
with the raucous agility of a rickshaw. 

“You keep me from rattling around,” she said, unable to resist 
one more mutually inclusive quip. 

Hank explained that these little electric cabs were the only way 
to get anywhere fast at rush hour, and one way to support the local 
grass roots economy. It was also the cheapest mode of transportation 
in town, ecologically friendly and mostly ignored by those who could 
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afford a more comfortable, less hair-raising ride. Though they were 
just this side of legal, they were involved in surprisingly few accidents 
and, in rare accidents, usually not at fault. The province tolerated 
them because they reduced congestion. The police didn’t pay much 
attention to little electric cabs because there was no money in them 

. for anyone. Most suburbanites with any pride at all still used 
their own cars, and the authorities had better things to do than to 
chase the drivers back to a life in the streets. 

You couldn’t call a little electric cab. They found you or they 
didn’t. 

While Hank and Mabel clung to each other for stability, the cab 
came to an abrupt stop outside a ramshackle, wooden building, on 
the outskirts of town. The lawn of the barn-like edifice was over- 
grown with ragged grasses and burdock, in places not shaded by 
scruffy cedars. 

Hank paid the driver with a $5 coin and something that looked 
like monopoly money. Then the cab departed as suddenly as it had 
appeared. 





“T’ll explain later,” Hank said, under his breath. But Mabel 
was already wandering down the crooked, cobbled path strewn with 
herbs and weeds, toward the door. 

In the dim luminescence of a two LED lights that marked the 
end of the path, you could just make out the words of a crooked sign 
over the door, “Café Libré” 
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Hank caught up with her, wheezing. 

“Is “rustic” stylish again?” Mabel mused. 

This was the opposite of any place Mabel would have expected to 
find Hank. Indeed, to a social climber it would be utterly uninviting, 
unless ramshackle barns had become the new fad. 

The smell of wet cedar and crushed herbs mingled with mint and 
clove as Hank reached around her to open the door. He quickly 
ushered her in. 

Inside it was just as rustic. Small, wooden tables dotted a rough, 
wooden floor. The room was dimly lit and sparsely decorated. Most 
of the light blazed from the gap between saloon-style swinging doors 
to the kitchen, the only part of this dismal establishment that was 
alive with activity. 

At the table nearest the door a young couple stirred their coffee 
and murmured something to each other. The only other patron, an 
old woman wearing a kerchief, sat sullenly at a table near the kitchen 
door, eating something that looked like ice-cream. 

An apple-cheeked girl of about 10 years burst through a swinging 
door from the kitchen and skipped among the tables, blond curls 
bobbing about her head, but no one looked up. 

As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, Mabel could see names 
sketched into rough-sided railroad ties that seemed to be holding up 
the ceiling. The room was bigger than it looked from outside. 

The little girl slapped back through the kitchen doors. Hank’s 
wheezing had stopped, leaving in its wake a profound silence broken 
only by the random tinkle of kitchen utensils. 

A wedge of light swept across the floor and two, young women 
strode into the gloom, talking loudly. The blond one appeared to be 
trying to impress her shorter and stouter, dark-haired friend with 
her knowledge of court matters and of good places to eat. They 
brushed past Mabel and Hank and took a seat by the kitchen, the 
best table from which to be seen. With a patronizing smile, the 
blond instructed her colleague, 

“When you are starting out in this business you have to ask every- 
one the child knows to figure out if the parents are telling the truth 
or not, but after a while you just know right away, by instinct.” 

Hank leaned toward Mabel. 
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“I’ve seen the blond one around. They’re social workers from the 
court house. They may even be working on the project we’re writing 
about,” he said, under his breath. 

“Well, Blondy just described the way she forms her prejudices and 
called it instinct,” Mabel whispered back. “If this kind of arrogance 
pervades the courts it’s no wonder that everything is so messed up.” 

“Oh, it doesn’t restrict itself to the courts. You know that Ma- 
bel,” Hank replied softly. 

A large woman in a head scarf waddled from the kitchen and 
placed a samovar and a Victorian tea set on the table between the 
young women, who continued to chatter as though they wanted to 
world to know how important they were. As she turned back toward 
the kitchen, she noticed Hank, and quietly raised her hand to greet 
him. 

“Are you a regular too?” Mabel asked. 

Hank touched Mabel’s arm and gestured to a small table in 
the corner, where a thick beam further obscured the light from the 
kitchen. 

“We can talk there.” 
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OME people call it hope,” said Hank. 

Ever the realist, Mabel had just upset him again with her as- 
sessment of his favorite, charming establishment. She called it a 
“speakeasy for the elite’. Hank, as usual, had pretended to agree, 
and then added a proviso. He defended the importance high-level, 
policy decisions that not everyone would appreciate or understand. 

Not to be patronized, Mabel shot back. 

“Do you hear what you’re saying? In what kind of a world do 
the rich need a speakeasy? ... and for what?” 

“... for the reason I really hired you,” he responded. “It’s complex, 
Mabel. It’s not as simple as taking a side. Can I trust you?” 

For once Mabel was at a loss for words. She had always seen 
herself as an outspoken advocate for the left, who wore her heart on 
her sleeve. What wasn’t to trust? 

Hank leaned forward. Instinctively, Mabel mirrored his action, 
their elbows nearly touching across the tiny table. She glanced to 
the side at a room filling with shadowy figures, taking their places 
around other small, circular tables. The place was filling up quickly. 

Hank subtly gestured toward a table in the far corner. 

“For example, that blond guy is really a highly-placed, govern- 
ment brunette. He’s here incognito. Now ... Can I trust you?” 

Mabel narrowed her eyes and tried unsuccessfully to repress a 
giggle. She choked out a whisper: 

“And, how do you know he’s not really a spy planning to shut 
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the place down?” 

“Well, these days it’s all about who you’re spying on in the mo- 
ment,” he sighed. “The bottom line is that everyone knows their 
devices will be jammed in this place. It really is one of the few 
places left where you can have a real conversation, no matter how 
highly placed you are. People come here for all kinds of reasons - to 
start an affair, to organize a rebellion or just to read a book without 
being harassed by the usually omnipresent mobile phone.” 

“Which brings us to your reason for bringing me here,” said Ma- 
bel. 

Hank gestured to a waitress who was floating among the tables, 
then returned his attention to Mabel. 

“Well, I'd like to say that there’s an underground because that 
would make it nice and simple and black and white for you, but it’s 
more like there are several undergrounds with diverse causes and, 
often conflicting goals - just like the protesters you inspire with your 
letters. The difference is that some of these ones are the people your 
letters directly target.” 

The waitress placed a fat bottle of Champaign and two glasses 
into the small space between their elbows and slipped off as quickly 
as she had appeared. 





Mabel raised a thin eyebrow. 

“She knew you wanted Champaign?” 

“The thing is, if you play along with this project you might find 
yourself in a position to make some positive changes to the corporate 
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machine,” he said, ignoring her question as he filled both glasses to 
the brim. 

“You still drink?” Mabel complained. 

He pushed a glass between her elbows, still dug into the table. 

“It’s synthehol. Try it. The only side effect is “happy””. 

Mabel scrutinized the bubbly, pink liquid in front of her and 
pronounced it “too pink” before taking a sip. It really wasn’t bad - 
kind of like the cherry pop she was addicted to in childhood. She 
decided to relax her standards just for one night and raised the glass 
to her lips in earnest. 

“T won’t be able to explain everything to you in one sitting. You 
pretty much have to feel some of it out for yourself,” Hank continued. 

“You present me with ghosts and expect a decision,” she re- 
sponded. 

Through the low hum of conversation that by now filled the room 
from all corners, Mabel heard Hank ask the waitress for a menu. 
Turning back to Mabel, he said, 

“The food here is healthier than anything you can buy in a gro- 
cery store so just order what you want. You won’t be disappointed.” 

Mabel’s smirk relaxed into a smile and she leaned back, her glass 
more than half empty. The back of her chair gave way with just 
enough firm resistance to rock her frail frame a couple of times before 
settling into a comfortable incline. 

“Try not to go to sleep on me, now,” Hank joked. 

“It’s not exactly a lazy boy recliner,” Mabel drawled. “I would 
just fall off ...” 

Hank continued. 

“The other thing I want you to consider, now that you are in a re- 
laxed state, is possibly being more than friends - at least affectionate 
friends.” 

Mabel’s chair snapped to a vertical position and the fog cleared. 

From the age of 50 it had surprised Mabel when a man showed 
interest in her - at her age. In the face of her relative unresponsive- 
ness they always found someone else, fast. Many preyed upon older 
women long enough to take their holdings. Some just didn’t want 
to be alone. More out of fatigue than anything that resembled bit- 
terness, Mabel had long ago given up romantic notions of someone 
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sharing her golden years. 

“I’m sure I can find a way to sabotage this,” she responded. 

Usually men weren’t this direct and they weren’t long-standing 
friends. Once again Hank was challenging her to break a comfortable 
pattern, knowing she would resist. They already shared a level of 
comfort, having remained friends despite all their earlier baggage. 
Why on earth would he want to risk a long-standing friendship with 
the possibility of dredging up ghosts? 

Mabel leaned back with a stretch, pressing the chair into its 
reclining position and closed her eyes. 

“Would I have to give up my Bohemian lifestyle?” she drawled. 

Hank smiled a lazy smile and topped up her glass. 

“You don’t want to pretend sometimes that we’re still young and 
sexy?” 

Mabel squinted into the gloom and imagined that all the ghostly 
figures now bent over tables were pretending. Could it be that well 
fed officials needed to escape their meaningless, luxurious existences? 
In the backwash of their efforts to keep themselves entertained the 
disadvantaged were dying of hunger with full bellies. 

“Life is an addiction,” she sighed. 
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ITS of conversation drifted through the drone of a now packed 
B room. Seeing Mabel relax her defenses Hank pressed on. 

“Don’t you ever get tired of being alone every night?” 

For a moment Mabel looked pensive. 

Plagued by self doubt during the wee small hours of the morning 
the thought of reaching out to another human being had crossed her 
mind. She had her techniques for dismissing bad feelings but none 
of them worked that well. 

“Well, I try to think of people who sometimes seem to like me - 
like you,” she drawled. 

Then seeing Hank brighten she caught herself lest things become 
complicated ... if that was even possible at their age. 

“T’ve tried many things with some success”, Mabel added sagely. 

talking to the fear, just realizing that it’s irrational - being 
curious about how it knows to come at exactly the same time every 
night ... After a while when you wake up you say, “There it is again, 
that primitive stage of sleep which compels us to watch the mouth of 
the cave. This must be the witching hour.” Sure enough, it’s about 
3 am. I could set my clock to the time that I wake up in fear. 

“It’s a lot worse now that I’m older. Crappy as life can be, I don’t 
want to die. That’s the root of it. Why it helps to think there are 
people in my corner I don’t know. What could they do if death was 
imminent? It’s all irrational - the cause of the fear and my flimsy 
solutions. At least it is familiar.” 
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She looked directly into Hank’s eyes and paused for a moment, 
hoping that she had created some intellectual distance. Hank just 
gazed into her eyes through a haze of synthehol as Mabel tried to dis- 
gust herself with the thought of waking up in a room full of morning 
breath and re-breathed farts. 

“You know, I can’t stand the smell of my own room in the morn- 
ing unless I’ve kept the window open all night,” she continued. 

Despite the uplifting effects from a bottle, now nearly empty, 
Hank was starting to feel annoyed again. 

“You win. Forget everything I said, Mabel.” 

With the threat of pending relationship abated it was Mabel’s 
turn to relax. 

“I do feel attracted to you but I think you’re a dreamer. Look 
at us, Hank. We’re not kids exploring new vistas. We’ve both seen 
where they lead. We both have baggage and neither of us is attrac- 
tive anymore. Unlike our youthful counterparts, some old people 
would rather do nothing than something stupid. We’ll share what 
we can share,” she ended definitively. 

“T prefer this kind of honesty,” Hank said, relaxing again, “espe- 
cially the part about feeling attracted to me. Anyway, that isn’t the 
main reason why I brought you here.” 

Hank looked into the distance. The synthehol was wearing off 
already. He paused to refill his glass. 

“The world I live in is complex, though probably not too danger- 
ous due to my network of friends.” 

“Friends who spy on you,” Mabel offered. 

“No, it’s the friends of friends who spy on me. Friends usually 
turn a blind eye,” he said. 

Mabel’s eyes brightened and she leaned forward with intense in- 
terest. 

“Well, tell me how I fit into all of this!” she exclaimed. 

Hank leaned back authoritatively. 

“For starters, you’re going to have to stop using your sense of 
humor in print, even when you leave me notes. You called it the 
“United Snakes of the World”. It sounds like something a child would 
write by mistake. Even though it isn’t meant for publication this 
kind of thing could get us both into trouble. You of all people should 
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know that, Mabel.” 

Mabel remembered her prison sentence and her eyes misted over. 
“Ah, those were the days. People still protested. Some even had 
souls.” 

Hank cleared his throat and squinted purposefully. 

“Stop it or I'll have to report you to save myself.” 

“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time someone reported me for 
telling the truth,” she added wistfully, remembering her early days 
as an active protester. 

Hank continued patiently. 

“ T guess nostalgia means something different to everyone. 

“You will come to know more as time goes on. It’s subtle, the way 
things work. You have no idea ... but all in good time. Suffice it to 
say that a place like this is allowed because even the most powerful 
are so sick of their spy-vs-spy existence that, well .... half of the 
people you have written scathing letters about are probably here in 
this room, right now ... and since some of your literature has had 
some effect, well, let’s say that ’'m not quite ready to introduce you 
around yet.” 

Hank leaned forward with a smile as if to continue talking, but 
Mabel bolted forward and grabbed his arm, causing him to spill his 
drink. 

“You may not have to. I think I know that guy!” she blurted. 

Hank turned his gaze in the direction of her elaborate gesture as 
a familiar face flashed on and off with the flapping of the kitchen 
door. From under a shock of gray hair, his piercing, brown eyes 
stared directly at Mabel. Hank glanced at the familiar, stocky figure. 

“Don’t worry. He’s not here to spy,” he reassured. 

Realizing that he had been seen-back, the man made his way to 
their table. It was Joe - one of the three men who came for coffee 
most mornings at Loon Cove store ... if “Joe” was really his name. 

A familiar voice said, “Hello Mabel. What brings you to Café 
Libré?” 

“Slumming,” Mabel choked out, attempting to hide her surprise. 

Hank winked at Joe with a familiarity that belied a seeming lack 
of connection they displayed in Loon Cove. 

‘Tm taking her out on the town.” 
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The conversation quickly shifted to small talk that had nothing 
to do with Mabel. After exchanging a few pleasantries with Hank, 
Joe returned his gaze to Mabel and in his most reassuring voice, 
said, 

“Don’t worry, little lady. You’ll understand soon enough.” 

Mabel tried to narrow her wide eyes and adopt an expression of 
indignation at being thus patronized, but astonishment trumped all. 
Hank and Joe chuckled to see her thus disarmed, but their overall 
manner was one of respectful inclusion, as if Mabel was being invited 
into some secret boys’ club. 

Then Joe abruptly excused himself saying that he had someone 
to see. He added that he had been completely caught off guard 
seeing Mabel in the room. 

Mabel turned her astonished eyes to Hank, who was just begin- 
ning to show annoyance at his wet sleeve. She bristled in anticipation 
of a storm to come but Hank didn’t berate her. Instead he reached 
over the table, held her hand warmly and looked into her eyes. 

“Trust him only in here,” he said softly. “In the outside world he 
has roles to play.” 

She tried to look back at Joe but he had disappeared into the 
gloom. 

“Do you think he went to the store to spy on me?” Mabel asked. 

Hank looked vacant. 

“Don’t flatter yourself. Open people like you are easy to keep a 
handle on,” he drawled. 

But Mabel pressed him. 

“Then, why does he go there nearly every single weekday morn- 
ing? What is his role in that?” 

Hank patted her hand and gestured to the waitress to bring an- 
other bottle. 

“You aren’t going to tell me, are you?” she breathed. 

Hank drained the last of the bottle still on their table into her 
glass and measured his words, 

“T - really - don’t - know.” 
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The politics of non-politics 


ABEL and Hank, mostly Hank, had nearly finished their third 
bottle of fake Champaign when the food finally arrived. Hank 
had been as good as his word. A salad bowl full of dark, crisp 
greens, green onions and sun-ripe tomatoes, with a generous top- 
ping of crumbled, goat feta was placed in the middle of the table, 
along with a large pitcher of lemon water and two glasses. Hank 
added a small portion of salad to his large dinner plate full of half 
a roast duck, potatoes and peas, and pushed the nearly full salad 
bowl toward Mabel. 

“You can finish the resht,” he said. 

He was slurring his speech. Mabel giggled. 

“Scstop it or I'll have to report you to schave myself,” he burbled 
under his breath, repressing a smile. 

Mabel controlled another snicker and pulled the bowl closer. At 
home she would just eat it out of the salad bowl to save time, water 
and dishes. Social niceties could be costly. Here, she decided to take 
small plates. 

She maneuvered a small pile of salad onto the desert plate pro- 
vided for the purpose and leaned forward. 

“Tell me where this comes from,” she said, tapping her fork on 
the side of the dish. 

Hank washed down a generous bite of duck and potato with gulps 
of lemon water before answering. 

“It’ch the underground,” he said. “Shometimes the overground.” 
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He looked tired and and was somewhat incoherent. Mabel de- 
cided to bring it up again when he was sober. She changed the 
subject to something more in line with his penchant for gossip. 

“Al Pnus was caught by the authorities for participating in phone 
sex. He was an important “high living” individual - untouchable, 
really. Why do people make such a big deal of something like that?” 

Proud to show off his knowledge in the “who’s who” scene, Hank 
said, 

“Jealoushy ish a predictable motivator. Keeping him in the lime- 
light for sho long hash other rootsh.” 

Hank refilled his mouth, sat back and closed his eyes to savor the 
flavor. Mabel refilled her salad dish. 

“There may be other reasons too,” he said, already regaining 
control of his speech. “Someone at the level of Pnus wanted him to 
lose face or it would have gone away really fast. 

“As for interest in the upper echelons, there are people who are 
concerned that the upper classes are not having babies. Pnus’s peers 
and the religious middle classes would subscribe to that one. Phone 
sex doesn’t get anyone pregnant. 

“Tt’s economics. It’s elitism. It’s “power over”. A number of sky 
condos are now empty because there are fewer and fewer of the elite 
to fill them. It brings the value down. The elite either can’t or won’t 
have babies. They just party on as their population above the clouds 
grows more and more sparse. 

Hank sat back again, this time waiting for a response. Mabel 
moved her tiny salad bowl out of the way and pulled the half-full 
serving bowl full of greens toward her. 

“Bo-Ring,” she said as she speared a wad of greens with her fork. 
“Do you mind if I abstain from judgment, then, through lack of 
giving a shit?” 

The synthehol was beginning to affect her judgment. Between 
large, crunchy wads of green, she said, 

“As long as we’re on the subject, we might as well personalize 
it,” she said, trying to take control. 

“Sometimes you appear to be trying to move things in the direc- 
tion of a relationship. We do have a history ... so, I have this to 


say:” 
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Hank looked up from his meal without emotion and wiped his 
mouth on his serviette. Mabel cleared her throat and continued, 

“Hey, baby - I may regret this in the morning but why don’t we 
have wrinkly sex, or at least try to?” 

She added with a sarcastic tone, “I can always back you up with 
a vibrator if it doesn’t work out.” 

Mabel looked down suddenly, already regretting her out-of-character 
statement, and directed her full attention to the salad. 

Hank continued to wipe up the last drops of gravy with his bread 
and casually savored it before responding. 

“As a young man I might have taken advantage of that offer, even 
with the way it was phrased. At my age I need more. Enjoy your 
salad, and your vibrator. 

“T know you’ll remember the conversation when we’re sober, so 
do me a favor,” Hank began again. “If we do get around to intimacy, 
with or without assistive devices, try not to be too harsh. Being 
unable to control one’s medically-induced “rigidity” in the face of 
abuse might just feel a bit like rape,” he responded dryly. 

For once Mabel had nothing to say. Hank added, 

“Do you have any feelings left, or even remember what it was 
like? [ll leave it alone if you really want me to. I always thought we 
had something. I behaved badly in the past and I don’t expect to 
just pick up the threads as though nothing ever happened. So often 
I have wondered how it would have been with you if we had tried 
to make a go of it. Do you ever wonder how it might have been if 
things had been different?” 

Mabel felt weary - sleepy from the synthehol and tired of fighting. 

“We do have something, Hank. We just aren’t the same people 
as we used to be. OK, I’ll try to be more respectful. But my concern 
is that if we should have sex at some point neither of us can ensure 
that it won’t have a bad effect on the good things we already share - 
like honesty. I’m not sure that’s a risk I am willing to take, or that I 
would want to invest the energy if things started to go south. At our 
age, how many friends does one have left? I value your presence and 
our ability to be utterly honest with one-another. Our friendship is 
very important to me.” 

Hank smiled, filled his glass with the dregs of the last bottle and 
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then downed the whole thing without stopping to breathe. When 
he looked back at Mabel she was scratching with her fork at the last 
few leaves that clung to the bottom of the enormous salad bowl. 

“T know we can do this, Mabel.” 

At least he didn’t advise her to do something for herself. In 
the past there had been no dearth of male friends willing to try to 
separate Mabel from family or her projects with the words, “You 
have to live for yourself at some point.” Most of this advice came 
from men who hoped she would redirect her energy to them. Even 
her female friends usually had a goal - join their cult; behave more 
“normally” so that they wouldn’t have to feel uncomfortable with her 
lonely lifestyle .... or her needy family. They called them “needy”, 
not Mabel. She did what she could for her disabled brother and her 
aging parents until one by one they all died. 

By now Mabel’s acquaintances had long given up trying to intro- 
duce her to men who might be able to coerce her into joining their 
church. They seemed content to send their propaganda by email, 
which Mabel was content to delete without reading. Loneliness was 
stable and the older she got the more she appreciated stability. 

Hank was the only friend who had continued to be a friend in any 
meaningful way. Early on, his attempts to convert her to Christian- 
ity morphed into a mutual understanding that they just wouldn’t go 
there in conversations. He had settled into her friend zone long ago. 
It felt right. She wanted it to stay that way forever. 

Even Hank’s verbal advances weren’t threatening. Nothing seemed 
threatening about Hank. He paced her, enduring her blunt honesty. 

“You may be right,” she drawled. “Keep wearing that shaving 
lotion.” 
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New closeness 


ABEL was disappointed when the conventional taxi Hank had 
M called arrived to take them back to the condo. She had so 
many questions which she didn’t feel comfortable asking in a cab 
that was almost certainly bugged. 

As they slid into the back seat the herbs around on the lawn 
of Café Libra began to bend under a strong, downward draft of 
wind, scattering some birds that had started to flock in the near-by 
treetops. A pod slowly descended from a helicopter hovering above 
the walk. Crowds thickened as a wispy, coughing figure scrambled 
from the barn-like edifice into the small pod. Within minutes, copter, 
pod and man were gone. 

“What was that all about?” asked Mabel. 

“It appears that someone who lives above the clouds was slum- 
ming,” Hank responded. “I guess it could get pretty boring living 
above the clouds all the time. There would be no other reason for 
him to be here. They all have well-paid assistants that they can send 
down on errands.” 

“Why was he coughing?” Mabel asked. “They have the best 
health care and, from what I’ve heard, are even bio-engineered to 
live longer. Living at high altitudes is a physiological advantage 
either way ...” 

“He’s obviously been down here for more than a few days. If 
altitude dwellers stay more than a few days the thick air and the 
atmospheric pressure start to get to them. My guess is that he is 
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also very old. Not too many babies have been born above the clouds 
for the last 100 years or so.” 

As pigeons returned to the trees, Mabel pressed close to the win- 
dow to watch the the last of the crowd filter back into the restau- 
rant. Some tall weeds and grasses swished past the door as their 
taxi turned and glided on to the road. 





Hank stretched out comfortably in the back seat with his arm 
sprawled across the back. Mabel leaned her head against the out- 
stretched arm and closed her eyes. 

“Has it ever occurred to you that neoliberialism is a tumor on 
Keynesian economics?” she drawled, lazily. 

It had nothing to do with anything so Hank ignored it. 

“Liberals support human welfare, a safety net. Neo-liberals sup- 
port corporate welfare ...” 

Hank’s great arm pulled her close into his world of mint and 
clove. She felt his lips brush against her ear, hot breath whispering 
the words, “Remember where you are.” 

He pushed her back with a jerky motion and looked hard into 
her eyes. 

“Awe, don’t ruin a perfect evening by repeating snippets of con- 
versation you may, in passing, have heard someone say at the restau- 
rant,” he said solicitously. His hard countenance belied the tender 
delivery. Eyes still hard and condemning, he added in the same, soft 
voice, 

“It has been such a lovely evening.” 
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“We must do it again,” Mabel sneered in the softest voice she 
could muster. Then she regained her composure. 

“My dear, the food was delicious. Yes, thank you for a lovely 
evening,” she said sweetly before settling into the back of the seat, 
now devoid of Hank’s arm. 

Mabel sidled closer and whispered solicitously in his ear, 

“T hear the cloud dwellers are all inbred. Is that true?” 

Hank pulled Mable close in an embrace she had not felt from him 
for more than 40 years, and whispered softly, 

“ ... and they’re all blond ... and they all have long legs ... and 
they are all self-possessed ... None of them look as old as they are 
and they are almost all old.” 

Hank smiled, seeing Mabel’s eyes light up. They had both started 
to enjoy the intrigue. 

“It sounds like they are scarcely human,” Mabel whispered di- 
rectly into his ear. “They have become caricatures of their former 
superficial values.” 

Hank maneuvered his embrace as though cuddling was the goal, 
to bring his mouth close to her ear. 

“Their sense of entitlement only masks their vulnerability. Their 
shield is technology and their weaponry, the ignorance of anyone they 
can bribe or manipulate. It is really the middle men who keep things 
going ... and you didn’t hear any of this from me,” he whispered. 

Their taxi pulled up to Hank’s condo complex. Hank paid the 
winking, smiling driver with conventional money and ushered a some- 
what disheveled Mabel inside. 

“So, have you tamed the shrew?” she asked as they entered the 
elevator. 

“I’m sure that is the perception,” Hank responded. “I think you 
are starting to understand.” 

“You may whisper sweet nothings to me any time you want,” 
Mabel said, repressing a smile. 

“We'll have to steel away into public places more often,’ Hank 
joked dryly. 

As they left the elevator Hank said, 

“T hope you won’t be offended if I ask this. I always wondered 
why you never got yourself into a married or equivalent situation. 
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When I knew you, you were passionate in all ways.” 

“T kind of did meet someone after you left,’ Mabel responded. 
“T always wanted to be the one who supported someone else - re- 
verse the roles. It happened, but it quickly became clear that the 
roles were not reversible, at least not in this society. Women, when 
supported, become helpmates. Men just use the women who are 
supporting them to do nothing and expect to rule anyway ... and 
statistically they are more likely to cheat if they’re being supported 
by a woman. What I wanted was equality and mutual support. 
Even looking around at other arrangements, that didn’t seem to be 
happening.” 

“And what do you want for yourself now?” Hank pressed. 

Mabel took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 

“Equanimity, freedom ...” she breathed. “Equanimity, freedom 
and social justice.” 





The time-share was stuffy when they returned but Mabel didn’t 
remember closing all the windows. Hank pulled a device from his 
pocket and waved it around the room. 

“We're clear,” he said. “It probably wasn’t me they wanted to 
hear from anyway. Different people use this time share.” 

Mabel had forgotten about the bug. 
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“They cleared the bugging device out while we were away. They 
must have closed the windows.” 

“How did they know to do that? Did you call them?” Mabel 
asked. 

“Oh, I have connections, literal connections. I mean, I can send 
an electronic signal and a special unit will come and remove the bugs. 
It’s a flat fee service. Usually my pocket device picks up anything 
like that before it becomes a problem but this bug was old fashioned 
technology.” 

Mabel was appalled. “You speak as if this was the most natural 
thing in the world!” 

Regaining her composure, she asked, “Is their equipment so old 
that it won’t pick up whispers?” 

“What they had in the cab wasn’t that kind,” said Hank. “Look,” 
he said, showing off his pocket bug detector. If the red light is on, 
they can hear a whisper. A green light means you can talk softly. 
Orange means it’s government. Yellow is unknown ... Of course, 
it’s an arms race between the spy-or and the spy-ee. I may need to 
upgrade next month.” 

“T can’t believe that a whole industry has developed around spy- 
ing on citizens and citizens avoiding being spied on,” said Mabel. 

Hank smiled as he put away his device. 

“For just a little more each month they won’t plant the bugs in 
your flat in the first place,” he quipped. 

Then Hank pulled something else from his pocket. 

“IT may not be able to give you what freedom and equanimity 
might mean to you, but maybe you can have some fun with this. 
Don’t worry. It’s an unconditional gift. I just wanted to give you 
something.” 

The gift was a digital camera about the size of the palm of Ma- 
bel’s hand. 

“It’s very easy to use. You point and shoot. The camera will 
focus on everything in the frame and adjust for light. 

“Now, I don’t know about you but I’m ready to go to sleep. 
You want to get a good sleep too. We have a lot of writing to do 
tomorrow.” 
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Jungle explorer 


T had turned into a sweltering night in the city, but in the air 
| conditioned comfort of Hank’s time share, on the most comfort- 
able mattress she had ever experienced, Mabel slept until 7. That 
constituted sleeping in for her. From across the hall a rhythmic, 
low rumble reminded her that Hank liked to sleep until noon. The 
morning was hers. 

Mabel shuffled into the kitchen where two, juicy oranges on the 
counter glistened in the morning sun. Hank must have brought them 
back from the Speakeasy. 

The sun cast a lacy pattern over the oranges through crisp cur- 
tains. Mabel touched the cool surface of one of the oranges and 
absentmindedly rolled its shadow through glistening spots of sun on 
the granite counter. 

Normally these quiet, early hours would be the best time to catch 
up on some letter writing, but her mind kept wandering to the events 
of the day before. Through the window the parched and empty 
streets seemed to beacon her 

She washed quickly and slipped into a pair of khaki street shorts 
with big pockets, a beige T shirt and her old, white safari hat. The 
meter on the personal water filter assembly ticked up as she filled 
her water bottle at the kitchen tap. Then she stuffed an orange into 
one pocket of her shorts and a notebook, her tiny digital camera and 
a pen into the other. Looking like a jungle explorer, she set out to 
conquer the canyons of Toronto. 
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As she left the condo complex Mabel returned a nod to the morn- 
ing Doorman, who was trying not to stare. A hot, steady wind 
pushed a wiry, gray hair into her eyes. She stuffed it under her hat 
and quickened her step, still energized by an air conditioned sleep. 

Within moments Mabel was crossing the sharp edge of a shadow, 
into a place where the air was still. 

The streets of this great city, once bustling with cars and shop- 
pers, echoed only to the soft clip of Mabel’s sandals. Little had 
changed since her initial foray into these eerie corridors with Hank 
but it felt different. For one thing the windows that had projected 
fingers of light across their path looked abandoned and dark. Mabel 
decided not to stay too long or wander too deep into this labyrinth 
alone, but what harm could come to her so close to the condo? 

As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, Mabel noticed that the win- 
dows along this street hadn’t been washed for some time. A small 
bank of sand rested against the base of almost every building on one 
side of the street, no doubt deposited by the winds off Lake Ontario 
that sometimes howled through these canyons. Otherwise the winds 
had swept the streets clean. For those dwelling at ground level on 
the outskirts of the city this collection of buildings would act like a 
snow fence for sand. 

And, what about street people? There used to be people liv- 
ing on the streets in Toronto. Maybe they all went underground 
into abandoned subway tunnels to escape the harsh, erratic weather 
conditions that often blew in without much warning. 

And, where were the doors? Indentations in the buildings marked 
spaces where some doors and windows used to be but for all intents 
and purposes there appeared to be no way in. 

Where did they get their food? How did these people live? 

She pulled out her new digital camera and photographed the 
street, the sand, the blackened windows and the high-level walkways 
for future reference. 

Mabel looked up at the network of walkways between the build- 
ings and saw no way up from the outside, either. Virtually all life 
must take place behind those windows and walls. It was a city com- 
pletely turned in on itself and if Hank was right, at least the under- 
ground dwellers were completely cut off from the rest of civilization. 
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She took out her notebook and wrote on the first clean page, “first 6 
pictures, city turned in on itself, no way in, no way up”. That would 
be enough to remind her of what she had been thinking and help her 
to keep the phrasing later on when it was time to study the pictures 
and write. Then she returned everything to her pockets and started 
down the street. Perhaps an old entrance to an underground would 
shed some light but without a map she didn’t know where to look. 

Within five minutes, Mabel reached an intersection marked by 
four identical buildings. Looking back down the street she could see 
a sliver of bright light that marked her entry point. The other three 
streets bled into darkness. She decided not to go any further but 
took two pictures down each street in case the camera might see 
something she couldn’t. Then she turned back toward the sliver of 
light. 

The street looked different, back-lit. With her eyes adjusted to 
the gloom, looking toward the end of the canyon from which she 
had come was like staring at a light bulb. She averted her eyes, 
sometimes walking backwards to preserve her ability to examine the 
surroundings. It was the darkened windows that fascinated her most, 
the windows that only a day ago had cast shadows into the streets. 

Overcome with curiosity Mabel strode over to the nearest win- 
dow, cupped her hands on the glass and tried to peer inside. She 
could barely make out what looked like vines snaking their way up 
to the ceiling. Nothing moved, inside or out. 

As she pressed her face against the glass trying to stare deeper 
into this Dr. Zeus-like jungle, Mabel’s limbs began to feel heavy. 
She felt herself slump against something soft. She heard adult male 
voices conversing in the distance about nothing in particular. She 
didn’t recognize the voices. Mabel tried to wake up but her body 
wouldn’t move. At last she gave in to the deepening sleep. 
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The morning after 


ABEL awoke to the sound of Hank laying out breakfast bowls in 

the kitchen ... a little early for him. The clock on her dresser 

said 8:00. Looking around, everything seemed to be in its place. 

She dismissed an uncomfortable feeling that something was wrong, 

stretched, and slid her feet through the cool, bamboo-fiber sheets. 
She made a mental note not to drink synthehol anymore. 

After 15 minutes of Hatha yoga she was feeling more normal and 
already thinking up a subject for her next letter to the editor. 

“Ready when you are!” Hank called cheerily from the kitchen. 
He must have heard her stir. 

Hair uncombed and still in her loose, white, cotton nightie and 
bare feet, Mabel patted into the kitchen. Hank, groomed and combed, 
in his silk, burgundy robe, gestured to the table where he had laid 
out the feast. 

On one side of the table sat a square of Swiss, unsweetened choco- 
late, the large bowl of fruit, a knife and a breakfast bowl. In the 
saucer of her tea cup sat a small creamer-sized, sealed container 
with the words, “REAL MAPLE SYRUP” printed on it’s paper top. 
Across the table Hank was just sitting down to pancakes with his 
own pitcher of real maple syrup, pancakes, bacon, eggs, toast and 
coffee, all catered and served hot. Hank had already filled the or- 
ange juice glasses from a large, glass pitcher of ice cubes and orange 
juice in the middle of the table. Lace curtains drawn across a large 
window over the sink let in just enough of the morning sun to light 
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up a colourful centerpiece of fragrant red and white carnations. 

Except for the chocolate and maple syrup, maybe there was noth- 
ing unusual about the spread, for someone at Hank’s social level. 
Hank knew Mabel’s morning culinary preferences and how she had 
grumbled when she had to switch to carob. Anticipating her ques- 
tions, he said, 

“Coco plants still grow in some remote areas of the world but 
chocolate is very expensive. It’s almost impossible to find it, let 
alone find it unsweetened, but there it is - just for you. Likewise, 
maple syrup is normally fabricated in a lab. However, there is an 
experimental grove of maple trees up near Timmins in which they 
were recently able to force production.” 

Then, with an extravagant gesture and a bow he invited her to 
sit down. 

She WAS hungry. Mabel seated herself, spread a serviette primly 
across her lap over the skirt of her nightgown and started cutting up 
fruit. 

The fruit was crisp and juicy. She knew that this fruit could not 
be found in a grocery store. Even Hank should not have access to 
fruit like that since the government had declared farmers and people 
who grew their own food to be terrorists. Most fresh fruits and 
vegetables had gone extinct or been replaced by their GMO cousins. 

Mabel tasted a ripe strawberry. It was sweet, with that dis- 
tinctive strawberry flavor and texture of wild strawberries that she 
remembered from childhood. 

Surprised, she looked up. Hank was staring intently at her but 
the look on his face was not one of anticipation, nor did he seem 
interested in further explaining the origins of her food. His brow 
was furrowed and eyes fixed with concern. 

“Do you feel all right? I mean, how are you feeling today?” he 
asked as casually as he could. 

Mabel put down her knife. 

“Fine ...” 

Hank scrutinized her face as though trying to look beneath her 
typically monosyllabic response. 

“It’s not like you to let a meal get cold,’ Mabel added, impas- 
sively. 
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His features relaxed but he did not take his eyes off Mabel. Then 
he collected himself, gestured to her to eat and with a pensive air 
poured syrup liberally over some pancakes. 

“And the fruit comes from where?” Mabel asked. 

By now Hank was already digging into his morning feast. Appar- 
ently somewhat relieved by her question and fully distracted by the 
food he returned a muffled “don’t know” over a big bite of pancakes. 

Already a little overwhelmed by the opulence Mabel decided to 
press him for an answer later. She changed the subject. 

“T’d like to explore the canyons of Toronto,” she said definitively. 

Hank had just cut a piece of sausage and was rubbing it in some 
left-over maple syrup on his plate. 

“Well, you may just get a chance to do that today. There’s been 
a change of plans and it fits right in with my doctor’s orders to get 
some exercise. 

“A change of plans from what?” Mabel began. 

Hank stood up abruptly and placed both hands on the table in 
front of her. He leaned forward and paused before speaking, as if to 
imbue his next statement with added meaning. 

“Eat up and dress quickly”, he said with as much authority as he 
could muster. “Today we’re going to the other side”. 
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Day trip to somewhere 


Y the time Hank and Mabel left the time-share it was already 
9:30. 

The doorman she had seen when she first arrived was on duty. 
He tipped his hat to Mabel and winked at Hank. Expecting Hank 
to respond in kind Mabel cast an irritated glance, but Hank didn’t 
seem to notice either the doorman or Mabel. His face was stern, 
eyes fixed on the horizon. 

Mabel followed his gaze to a place where the cliff formed by the 
buildings of Toronto tapered to almost nothing. Part way along 
the face of Toronto, a rogue wind was spinning some sand into a 
spiral. The column of twisting sand leaned into a building like a 
snake trying to climb the wall, before settling into a writhing mass 
at the bottom. Then it disappeared. 

“What are you looking at?” 

Hank didn’t answer. Instead he took her hand, drew it into the 
crook of his arm and started walking toward the street that skirted 
Toronto in front of his timeshare. Mabel squeezed his arm and kept 
pace. 

Within minutes he stopped abruptly. Reaching into his pocket, 
Hank pulled out a small small freezer packet containing two head- 
bands. He handed one to Mabel. 

“You'd better put this on,” he said. 

Hank was uncomfortable in the heat that had just begun to pleas- 
antly warm Mabel’s frail bones. She donned the headband anyway 
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as a preemptive strike against an intense sun that threatened to 
shorten their walk. Already too warm, Hank did not offer his arm 
again. 

Though newly energized, Mabel was happy to slow her pace in 
order to give Hank’s headband a chance to take effect. 

Minutes later they reached the street that skirted the edge of 
Toronto. Hank guided her to the left, away from the street closest 
to his timeshare. He seemed to know where he was going. Mabel 
made a mental note to explore closer to home on her own but for 
now she just wanted to see where Hank would take her, and why. 





y 


They walked for five more minutes along that dusty street with- 
out seeing another soul. Then they passed a sharp-shadowed street 
that lead into the city. Deep in the shadows she could just make out 
a man sleeping on a mat beside a small, electric cab. As her eyes 
adjusted, she realized that the mat he was sleeping on was really the 
seats and cushions of the cab beside him. The vehicle was plugged 
into a charging station. Hank explained that charging stations could 
be found all over the city and no one really monitored them. As long 
as you put in your tokens you could charge anything you wanted. 

Mabel wanted to take a closer look at the charging station but 
Hank pulled her away. 
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“Later. We don’t have time,” he drawled patiently. His cooling 
band was taking effect and his mood had improved exponentially. 

They passed another shadowed street, but it was empty. Heat 
waves rose to form a large mirage that advanced before them like a 
glistening lake. Nothing stirred. Even the dust that rose with the 
soft thud of each footstep lifted only briefly and then fell straight 
down. 

Mabel broke the silence. “Maybe now you will tell me what we 
are doing?” 

“It has to do with our work,” Hank responded mysteriously. “I'll 
explain when we get there.” 

Despite the cooling band, the next block felt like an eternity. At 
last they reached another street exactly the same as all the others, 
marked by a weathered street sign where you could just make out 
the word, “Keele”. 

Hank gestured to a darkened door set into a high-rise on the far 
corner of the street. 

“In there.” 

He reached into his pocket. Like magic, the door opened. He 
looked at Mabel with a glint in his eye, as though waiting for some 
indication that she was impressed. Of course she wouldn’t realize 
the importance of this. He would have to spell it out. 

“Only a few people can open that door,” he boasted. “I’m not 
even allowed to show you the device that opens it.” 

Hank paused again waiting for a reaction. 

Mabel strode wordlessly through the open door. 
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NSIDE, the temperature was pleasantly cool, though the lights were 
| as bright as the sun. Well dressed people with pasted smiles 
bustled among the work stations, carrying steaming cups of synthetic 
coffee. The soft whir of desks being raised and lowered to enable 
their occupants to change position blended seamlessly with artificial 
white noise. This also drowned out any sound shuffling feet may 
have made on the rose-beige indoor/outdoor carpet that spanned 
the entire surface the floor. 

Hank touched her arm and leaned closer. Her neck prickled as 
warm breath cloaked in mint and clove sent a thin, wiry curl to tickle 
her ear. For a moment his deep, soft voice became her world. 

“You are in a work-place called Sonatto. This branch is a public - 
private partnership. From this office millions of people are employed 
by the Federal Government and work under a variety of business 
umbrellas throughout the world. You and I work for the government 
component, which means that the tax payers will pay our salaries. 
The people you see here are the middle classes.” 

Mabel leaned into the voice, as Hank leaned back and reached 
into his pocket. He took out his mobile phone which seemed to be 
flashing something on the screen. Suddenly distracted he pointed to 
the back of the room and said, 

“Your station is over there. Linda will show you to your desk and 
teach you how to use it. Try to behave. [’ll pick you up at that door 
at 5,” he said, gesturing to the large, metal door through which they 
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had entered. 

Linda, a small, dark-haired girl with almond-shaped, brown eyes 
gently touched Mabel’s arm. Mabel turned away to follow Hank as 
he made his way to the door. 

“Wait! I have a couple of questions ...” she started, as Hank 
disappeared through the door and into the shadows of the street. 
As the door thumped shut, Mabel noticed two armed guards, one on 
either side. She felt Linda’s hand gently tugging at her elbow and 
spun around, confused. 

“Your station is over there,” said Linda, with a vacuous smile. 

Mabel refused to move. 

Linda turned and searched Mabel’s face for a moment as though 
deciding which scripted approach to employ. Her eyes brightened 
with a flash of recognition as she apparently chose one from her 
internal files. 

“Let me introduce you around,” she said sweetly, back on script. 

“First introduce me out the door,” said Mabel. “Where are we 
and what are those guards for?” 

“Very well,” said Linda. “You have the privilege to have been 
offered an internship in a very important public-private partnership 
node of Sonatto. The guards are there for your protection.” 

“Who are they protecting me from?” Mabel demanded. 

“Why, they keep order,” said Linda. “Among other things they 
free everyone to do their work without having to think about per- 
sonal schedules. You'll understand once you’ve been here for a 
while.” 

“You mean we’re locked in until someone tells us we can leave,” 
Mabel grumbled. 

“We like to think of it as the world being locked out for our 
safety,” Linda smiled without emotion. Then she gestured to the 
opposite end of the enormous office complex. 

“Over there are the private cubicles. Many of those employees 
have worked themselves into a salary that allowed them to pay off 
their student loans and move into the suburbs. They are well re- 
spected around here. With hard work and consistent attendance we 
could all move into an elite cubicle.” 
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Mabel glanced at graying heads that bobbed above the elite cu- 
bicles. This script was clearly intended for young people recently 
released from the indoctrination of the school system. At 76 years 
of age, she doubted that there would be time in her life to claw her 
way through the surrounding throngs to a position of any impor- 
tance, even if she wanted to. But, why was she here? 

After a quick tour of the sameness of the room they arrived at 
a desk with Mabel’s name on it. There, already booted up on a 
computer screen, were the talking points for an article she had been 
hired by Hank to write. She glanced up at a small camera mounted 
above her work station. 

“Who monitors the workers?” she asked Linda. 

A look of irritation flashed across Linda’s face. “The bosses, I 
would think.” 

In other words, Linda didn’t know. Her obvious discomfort sug- 
gested that she also knew that there were questions you just didn’t 
ask. 

“Now, this button raises and lowers your desk so that you can 
stand up and sit down if you need to,” Linda said, back on script. 
“The coffee person usually passes by every half hour. You can tell 
them how you like your coffee and it’s their job to remember it. 
If they get it wrong or if they are unpleasant in any way, there is 
a complaint box in that corner,” said Linda, gesturing to a large, 
orange box adjacent to the door. You can also use that box to 
complain if you see fellow employees slacking off or behaving in ways 
unbecoming of a Sonatto employee. 

“A bell will chime when it’s time for your half-hour lunch break. 
Lunch comes out of our pay but with so many people contributing 
to the meals it doesn’t cost much. Interns are required to opt into 
lunch but you receive the same generous deal as a regular employee. 
You are down as having paid. so just follow the crowd into the lunch 
room.” 

- Pay. That was something she would have to ask Hank about. 
She had always just assumed that when he was paid for their project 
he would just provide her share. 

“There are washrooms within 25 feet of every workstation, but if 
you go too often it looks bad,” Linda continued. 
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. and this concludes your orientation.” 

Linda smiled one more vacuous smile, turned on her heal and 
strode efficiently to her own work station about three desks down. 

Mabel looked at the notes on her monitor. All she had to do 
was to turn them into complete sentences. There was no research 
involved, no original thought and nothing she agreed with anyway. 
She looked around for a clock, for an exit, for anything but this 
bizarre situation that she had not signed up for. She pecked at the 
computer keypad, wondering what would happen if she changed the 
script, with someone watching every keystroke. 

For the next half hour Mabel pecked at the keypad and played 
with her desk. She quickly became bored with changing the meaning 
of sentences only to watch them change back or disappear, like some 
video game intended to encourage the user to learn the right answer. 
When she tried to walk around to look at the computers of others, 
Linda was right there with her non-explanations, always eager to 
guide her back to her own station. Though she had only been there 
since 10:00, the morning lasted an eternity. 

At last the 12:30 lunch chime rang. 

Curious and still looking for any unarmed exit, Mabel shuffled 
with the rest of the group toward a slowly opening door adjacent to 
the guards. The smell of grease and vinegar began to overtake the 
more clinical odor of the office space. As the crowd engulfed her, 
someone pressed a piece of paper into her hand. She quickly slid it 
into her pocket and headed toward the washroom. 

The washrooms also had their cameras, but at least none ap- 
peared to be pointing into the stalls. Still, just to be sure, Mabel 
availed herself of the facilities and only then hunched over the note 
to read it. The note had to have been written somewhere else and 
smuggled in to work, because no one at Sonatto appeared to have 
pens. 

In childish handwriting, the note read: 

“If yow’re too efficient that ruins it for everyone. Always make 
sure that there is some work left over each day or they'll keep piling 
it on. If you don’t, another employee will find something, anything, 
to report you for. Stay away from the guards. They mean business. 
Talk shop at lunch if you want to keep your job. Flush this note 
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immediately. If it is found, we’ll all be detained at the end of the 
day and you and at least someone else will suffer harm.” 

It was hard to think that anyone would have thought her too 
efficient. Either someone had taken a big chance by adding this 
extra layer of orientation, or someone in authority wanted to see 
how she would react. Either way, having seen the note she was at 
risk for some kind of abuse in this prison. 

Mabel shredded the note into tiny pieces and flushed it down 
the toilet before leaving the washroom. Then she melted back into 
the crowd that still flowed like a sluggish river through the cafeteria 
doors. 

The cafeteria was a large gymnasium with long rows of orange 
tables and fat, orange stripes painted along each white wall. There 
appeared to be no rules as to where one should sit, so she settled 
into the first available chair. 

As soon as the scraping of chairs had ceased, a plate containing 
one burger and a pile of fries landed in front of Mabel. Suspecting 
that it may be her first day, the young man to her right nudged her 
and said, 

“It’s burger day.” 

All burgers were meat free. Mabel knew that but she didn’t want 
to try to stomach a sawdust and sugar patty. She picked at some 
fries. 

“If you’re not going to eat that, can I have it?” whispered a 
pimply, young man to her left. 

“We’re only supposed to talk about work,” the youth to her right 
snapped under his breath. 

Mabel plopped the burger onto the plate to her left and continued 
to pick at her fries. She was hungry but there was nothing to eat. 
She considered taking a small packet of spirulina from her pocket 
and thought better of it. She longed for the little sprout garden on 
the windowsill of her hovel back in Loon Cove. 

“Well, I have some questions about work,” she began. 

Both young men leaned away from her and began brief, vacuous 
conversations with their neighbors to either side - something about 
increasing efficiency. Then there was silence, except for the clicking 
jaw of the young woman across the table. 
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Mabel looked across a vast expanse of tables crowded with em- 
ployees chewing intently. The cafeteria doors had been closed. As 
with the office space, there were no clocks on the walls but people 
kept looking down at their cell phones. 

A cup of something that smelled like coffee, or chocolate, landed 
in front of her. The young man on her right leaned toward her again 
and whispered, 

“Drink it. It’ll give you energy.” 

She looked at the young man on her left, cup tipped up to finish 
the last of his syrupy drink, and slid her cup toward him. He smiled 
and accepted it. Then a pleasant tinkle and a chime set the cafeteria 
chairs in motion once again. 

Mabel spent the rest of the afternoon looking around at heads 
bowed over their computers, typing a few of the sentences she was 
evidently there to type and making her desk go up and down. She 
was tired and hungry ... and angry. 

At last the final tinkle of the day indicated that it was time to 
shut down. A recorded announcement advised all employees to leave 
their phones behind. The guarded doors to the outside world swung 
open. People left their cell phones on their desks and started moving 
toward the main exit. Evidently it was procedure to leave the phones 
for management scrutiny on the days when that announcement was 
made. The young man to her left at lunch had already explained 
this procedure. No one knew when the announcement would be 
made, so it was important to keep weekday records on the phone 
work-related and weekend messages clean. Only rarely were phones 
collected during the day and they were always returned to their 
owners for weekends. 

Mabel had no phone to leave so she just waited for her computer 
to finish its update and shut down. Then, feeling weak, she shuffled 
out with the others into the sultry gloom and waited for the crowd 
to dissipate. The doors closed as the last workers stepped into the 
early evening air, suddenly scented with mint and clove. 

Mabel whirled around, almost tripping into a soft expanse of 
white shirt. At some point Hank must have returned home and 
changed into dress clothes. 

A large, heavy arm caught her and gently helped her to regain 
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her balance. She turned to Hank abruptly and glared. 

“What the hell was that about?” 

Hank responded only with a dispassionate, 

“C’mon. [ll buy you dinner.” 

A few feet away a cab idled on the road. Hank gestured to Mabel 
to get in. Within minutes they were stuck in traffic along with a river 
of cars, most containing only one person. These were the commuters 
she had watched a night before as they crowded the route into the 
suburbs. And this was an official cab. They couldn’t even talk. 

“There are no short cuts, I’m afraid,’ Hank said. “We have to go 
with the flow at least as far as the time-share.” 

“Don’t care,” Mabel grumbled. 

It took almost as much time to drive to the timeshare as it had 
taken to walk to the workplace that morning and not a word was 
spoken throughout the trip. When they arrived, a different doorman 
welcomed them. Mabel allowed Hank to guide her past the elevators, 
to a couch in the lobby from which the street was clearly visible. 

“Why don’t we go up?” she asked wearily. 

Hank patted the seat beside him. 

“T told you I’d take you to dinner,” he said watching the street 
intently. 

Mabel turned toward the elevator but with one great paw Hank 
stopped her. His other hand was already hailing a little electric cab. 
As the cab pulled up in front, he pushed her toward the door. Still 
in her khakis from their morning walk, she climbed into the vehicle. 
Hank said simply, 

“Café Libra.” 

“This is where you explain to me what is going on,” said Mabel 
irritably. 

Hank gestured for her to wait as the cab lurched away. 

He refused to say anything until they had seated themselves in- 
side the large, barn-like building that had become a speakeasy for 
the rich. 

A large pitcher of water, two glasses and two menus were imme- 
diately placed on the table between them. 

“First we order,” he said. 
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Mabel poured herself a tall glass of water, drank it all and then 
leaned back in her seat. 

“You did know you could ask for water instead of coffee ...,” Hank 
began. 

Mabel almost shouted. “Did you see what passed for food and 
water in there?” 

“Three-D printed food has come a long way, Mabel. You should 
try it sometime. Food in the office complexes is especially refreshing. 
They enhance it with electrolytes and a little Xenadrine for energy. 
No one has died of it.” he concluded. 

“Are you including chronic pain and an early, slow death in that 
assessment?” Mabel scowled. 

Hank gestured to the waitress to remove the menus. 

“Tonight I’m going to tell you everything I can ...,” he began. 

“Will that include everything you know?” Mabel shot back. 

Hank remained cool, as though he hadn’t just had her imprisoned 
for a whole day. 

“Feed your brain, Mabel. You’re going to need it.” 
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large, green salad landed in front of Mabel, this time accom- 
A panied only by a fork, soup spoon and knife. Small cubes of 
singed, cream-coloured tofu scattered throughout the greens were 
visible through the sides of the glass bowl and the top was covered 
with some kind of sesame and poppy seed dressing. 

To the left of her salad bowl the server placed a small dish of 
cream of broccoli soup before depositing a large plate of some kind 
of fowl in front of Hank. A rivulet of gold trickled down from an enor- 
mous pat of butter that topped a mountain of potatoes on Hank’s 
plate. 

Neither of them stood on ceremony this time. Within 20 minutes 
the server was sweeping away Mabel’s empty soup bowl and offering 
a doggie-bag for the remaining salad. The food was delicious and 
surprisingly filling. 

As Hank wiped his plate with a biscuit, the waiter placed a steam- 
ing, clay pot of tea and two matching, blue and brown cups on the 
table. Hank carefully poured two cups of tea and looked squarely at 
Mabel. 


“You wanted answers. Now you will have them.” 
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Mabel sipped at her tea. 

You could start by telling me what today was about.” 

Hank raised his hand to halt a server making his way to their 
table with a dessert cart. Mabel continued. 

“You might add something about why you seemed to be acting 
out of character.” 

Hank cleared his throat and leaned forward. 

“We needed to let people know that work was progressing and 
that you are part of the team. From what I’ve heard, your work was 
well received.” 

Mabel clunked her cup down on its saucer and leaned forward. 

“It wasn’t my work,” she hissed. “It was some bizarre little game 
that I played all day with the computer. Don’t ever waste my time 
like that again!” 

“Noted,” said Hank. 

Mabel took another sip of tea. It was surprisingly good and very 
soothing. 





“And where was I?” she continued. 

“Where you were today is probably the safest and most presti- 
gious place you could be, given your social position. I know it must 
have been confusing. I didn’t expect to be called away without hav- 
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ing the chance to orient you myself. You may also be wondering why 
I had done your work for you?” 

“That was you changing everything I wrote?” she said, puzzled. 

“Not always. I programmed the computer to reset if you got too 
far out of line,” said Hank. “I couldn’t be there all the time.” 

“The point form notes on the computer at the station were yours,” 
Mabel said. “When did you have time to do all that?” 

“It was ready before we even left Loon Cove,” said Hank. 

“Having the notes already on your assigned terminal showed that 
you had been working diligently. I put them there in advance because 
then even if you had acted out you wouldn’t have been suspected of 
more than being perhaps a little senile. I also expanded them a little 
during the lunch time and dropped in to correct some things toward 
the end of the day. That was the reason I was a little late meeting 
you. No one questions my involvement because I used to run the 
place. ’m kind of like a consultant now, or an inspector who may 
drop in and monitor the employees from time to time. 

“Now that you’ve completed some of the writing Ill see if we can 
start you on a pay cheque sometime soon. It’s so important that 
you appear to be achieving. If we work it right you may have your 
own pay cheque and benefits when you leave this place.” 

Mabel sat forward, concerned. 

“Are you going somewhere?” 

“Not without you - not on purpose, anyway, but you never know 
what will happen and someone like you needs to have some indepen- 
dence.” 

“So, you can access all of those computers?” Mabel asked. 

“From anywhere, at any time,” said Hank. “But I’m not the only 
one. That’s why I’m glad that you played along to some degree. 

“Mabel, I want to take you into my confidence and show you a 
world most people never get to see. Can I trust you?” 

Mabel felt a little better, a bit more forgiving after such a good 
meal, and exquisitely intrigued. 

“You wouldn’t have asked me that if you didn’t already think you 
could, so get on with it,” she said affably. 

Hank began, 
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“First, let me apologize for abandoning you today. I really was 
called away to a perceived emergency, something you may soon bet- 
ter understand. I knew you’d be safe at corporate headquarters.” 

Mabel opened her mouth to speak but Hank raised his hand. 

“Let me finish,” he said definitively. 

“The office environment you were in today is most people’s idea of 
heaven. They don’t dream of the kind of freedom that you do. They 
dream of security, which is something you might want to consider at 
your age. 

“Most school children dream of some day being able to work in 
Sonatto offices. It is the carrot on a stick that the schools hold 
aloft to them, for most the ultimate achievement. Other working 
environments are not so pleasant. They may be poorly paid work 
complexes where people have to live on-site, or private prisons where 
they are no more than slaves. Those are the destinations of many a 
school child who questions the conditioning they receive at school. 

“All of these workers, at all levels, have been groomed from ju- 
nior kindergarten to expect, support, even demand the system as 
it presently exists. It is so much a part of them that whole indus- 
tries have grown up around teaching them to succeed in this system 
without having to change it. 

“And even with all of this carefully planned structure, society has 
been disintegrating for a long time. 

“There are also people who are working for real change. I’d like 
you to work with us. One thing I can’t have is someone blowing my 
cover. Despite being unceremoniously dumped into a situation that 
was strange and in some ways offensive to you, you kept your cool 
and worked along with me. That makes me trust you.” 

Mabel thought of the note she had been handed earlier that day 
and decided not to mention it. 

“Tell me your plans don’t involve me ever having to go back to 
that place,” she smiled. 

Hank took her hand across the table. 

“If your presence there would be helpful at some point in the 
future, I'll discuss it with you first. Unfortunately it will involve 
being locked in for a day.” 

Hank cleared his throat and opened his mouth to change the 
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subject, so as not to belabor the topic of workplace imprisonment, 
but Mabel interrupted abruptly. 

“It is the children of these workers who will be caring for the 
children of the drug addicts you wrote about on my behalf, isn’t it?” 
said Mabel. “You want me to enable this sick little cult they call 
the middle class. My - our - work here will help to continue the 
cycle of poverty and oppression for disadvantaged mothers and their 
children. I suppose that rebel is of no use to the corporate masters 
unless the masters are actually controlling the rebellion. 

“What questions should I really be asking, Hank? Today felt like 
an abduction; don’t you EVER “test” me again ... and what’s in this 
tea? I feel so relaxed.” 

Hank took a deep breath, squeezed her hand and let it go. 

“The tea is a strong concoction of chamomile and vanilla. It is 
all natural but the plants have been bred to increase the soothing 
qualities of the resulting tea. There is also the smallest amount 
of T.H.C. brewed in. It doesn’t even approach a drug-dose but in 
combination it enhances the relaxing effects of the beverage. After 
a day like today I thought we could use it.” 

Mabel pulled her hand away. 

“Look, Hank - You’ve been a great host this evening, but if you 
can’t respect me enough to let me order my own food or choose my 
own wanderings, I’d rather just subsist in Loon Cove ... and why 
only a small amount of THC?” 

Hank smiled and hailed a passing desert cart before continuing. 

“You can’t go back yet. You signed the contract,” he said, now 
distracted by a plethora of sweet, colourful choices. 

“I’m sure you will have lots of questions and I will answer them 
all.” 

Hank ordered two each of a chocolate custard and a red and green 
parfait. 

“T don’t blame you for tending toward paranoia over the work- 
place right now, but as you parse the information please try not to 
attribute to malice anything that can adequately be explained by in- 
competence,” he said as he pushed two of the offerings he had chosen 
toward Mabel. “... I never tire of that cliché.” 

Mabel smiled, picturing an enormous room full of pretenders 


65 


CHAPTER 14. SOCIAL CONSCIENCE 





whose life goal appeared to be to have their gray heads bob above 
the elite office dividers. As if to read her mind, Hank said, 

“The people you saw today are just as deserving of respect as 
you are, Mabel. They have never known freedom - not like you 
and I. Through successive generations the screws have tightened. 
These days no one caught in that stream is truly happy, though 
everyone below the ever-thickening glass ceiling, which is almost ev- 
eryone, aspires to work for Sonatto. Even these employee’s feeble 
attempts at self direction just feed back into the comfort zone they 
have been groomed from childhood to demand. The prospect of 
changing thought patterns makes them weary. When faced with 
change, they will fight it. More than any other group in society, this 
one is prepared to fight for sameness. 

“And there’s more. This was your first peek into the nuance of 
what humanity has become. It was a safe peek, and therefore a good 
one to start with. It also establishes you as being nonthreatening, 
and therefore not worth killing. 

“My advice to you is to continue to lay low and play the game.” 

“T gather that they’re also paid to smile,’ Mabel quipped. 

“They are expected to keep office morale high,” Hank responded. 
“If they don’t, they can be written up. It’s even worse in sales 
departments.” 

“What do people sell these days that would support a middle 
class, and to whom do they sell it?” Mabel asked. 

Hank scraped the bottom of his parfait glass with a long, thin 
spoon. 

“First of all, it is the middle classes that keep everything limping 
along. They accept debt as the norm. They live most of their lives 
as indentured slaves after reaching working age. Then their labour 
supports the lavish lifestyles of the rich, whom most never actually 
meet. The middle classes tend to look down upon the poor and to see 
themselves as being in some way privileged because they don’t have 
to do certain kinds of labour. That hasn’t changed since we were 
young. What has changed is that everything has reached a tipping 
point. The earth can’t sustain us, if it ever could. The rich appear 
to be as dependent on keeping status quo as the middle classes, and 
the poor are getting out of control despite ... no, because of ... their 
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fear. 

“As for what is sold from most multi-national corporations ... 
legal and illegal drugs top the list, unless you are middle class, in 
which case most of your money is spent on porn. Moneyed interests 
have figured out that if you keep people just the right amount of 
miserable they will give you their energy in return for a few moments 
of reprieve. There are still munitions plants; there is a thriving 
fashion and cosmetics industry, and there is lots of well-paid research 
into making just about anything look and taste like food.” 

“Now tell me where you get the food that showed up in your 
timeshare and where the Café Libra gets the food we eat here, and 
where you are hiding the marijuana,” Mabel smiled. 

Hank suggested that Mabel eat her parfait before it turned into 
a juice smoothie. 

“This place is independent,” he responded. “It is the only place 
where one might sometimes see members of the upper classes slum- 
ming along side up-and-climbing middle-class people, and spies who 
just need to let their hair down. Anyone who wants to experience a 
moment of anonymity comes here, if they know about it. It is too 
expensive for the poor and lower level middle class workers wouldn’t 
have time, but almost everyone else shows up here at some point or 
other. 

“T imagine they get some of their food from the same suppliers 
that I do. You call the suppliers up and for a price they deliver 
real food. The food could come from anywhere in the world, if it’s 
available. You have to have reached a certain level even to know 
who the suppliers are. Once you know, you either keep it quiet or 
expect a knock on your door. There is not enough whole food and 
clean water in the world to go around and authorities reason that 
it’s more important that some people be really healthy than that 
humanity perish as a group. 

“I’m guessing that the people who made that decision are frequent 
visitors to this place,?” said Mabel. 

Hank shrugged impatiently and changed the subject. 

“Where do you get your spirulina?” he quipped. 

“Like you, I order it - or I did,” said Mabel. “Some years ago 
I traded my old car for a large quantity. I’ve rationed myself ever 
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since. If I had to order it now, I probably still could. 

Hank had spaced out in the middle of her explanation. His was 
clearly a rhetorical question. He gestured to the server to bring the 
bill and then turned back to Mabel. 

“Your discretion is important. I really took my chances bringing 
you into this.” 

“And I still am not clear about what I’ve been brought into,” she 
countered. 

Hank took both of her hands and looked directly into her eyes. 

“Worst case scenario for you: When your spirulina runs out you 
will be able to buy more. Best case scenario: You will also have the 
satisfaction of reducing at least a little human suffering.” 

“And for you?” Mabel pressed. 

Hank stood up and gathered up four small containers of leftover 
salad and dessert to take home. 

“As you keep pointing out, we’re not young anymore. At this 
point, for me it’s about the kind of legacy I want to leave. I invite 
you to work with me to try to leave an impressive legacy that neither 
of us will ever be recognized for. It’s as simple as sewing the right 
kinds of seeds when we can, nothing more.” 

Mabel decided not to point out the hypocrisy of overeating in a 
world where people were starving. Besides, much of Hank’s weight 
may have come from his indiscriminate use of poor quality food 
when that was all that was available, at some level in his career, 
or his former problem with alcohol. He was, after all, middle class. 
Since he clearly had his own ideas as to when it was OK to share 
his secrets with Mabel, she contented herself with a trite question, 
which he ignored. 

“And do these seeds grow into big, green plants with spiky leaves?” 
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Free to be 


T was still early when they left Café Libra. Crowds continued to 
| arrive so it was easy to catch one of the departing cabs. 

Satiated and drowsy, Mabel settled into the plush seat of the 
conventional cab as Hank scrolled through a list of texts that had 
arrived while they were still in the signal-free zone. Apparently 
seeing nothing of consequence he put his phone away and stretched 
his arm across the back of the seat. Mabel leaned her head against 
his outstretched arm, which closed around her. She snuggled into a 
haze of mint and clove, her arm stretched across an expanse of white 
shirt. When at last the cab pulled up in front of Hank’s time-share, 
the driver passed back a card reader. With his free arm Hank swiped 
his payment and waited for the driver to release the locks on the cab. 
Only then did they slowly unravel their gentle embrace. 

Hank and Mabel strode wordlessly through the lobby of the time- 
share condo, to the elevators opposite the entryway. On the elevator 
Hank broke the silence. 

“You need your own card. I’ll look into getting you a card and a 
personal phone. Dedicated phones are collected; “personal” phones 
are not.” 

The same card was used to pay for a cab, to automatically tell 
the elevator where to stop and to open the door to their temporary 
quarters. 

Mabel felt better about things, knowing that Hank planned to fa- 
cilitate her independence, but once inside the flat she walked straight 
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to her computer. Some habits were not easily broken. 

“Haven’t you done enough work for one day?” Hank asked as he 
hung his jacket on the doorknob and loosened his tie. 

“It wasn’t my work ...” Mabel started to protest, but Hank cut 
her off. 

“T thought we might watch a movie if you’re up for it. I’ve down- 
loaded a few if you want to scroll through. 

“We still have our custard to eat, and some of your salad left 
from dinner. There is a box of enhanced Chamomile Vanilla tea in 
the cabinet in case you’re not too tired of it but you might want to 
save that for just before bed. Relax and just try to enjoy yourself 
for once. I'll make popcorn.” 

Still very relaxed, Mabel pushed her computer back and started 
sifting through a number of cinematic offerings before queuing up an 
old, Mel Brooks parody. While popcorn crackled in the kitchen she 
checked her computer again. After a whole day there was nothing 
new - no reason to do anything but relax the old fashioned way. 

When Hank returned with the popcorn she closed the lid of her 
laptop and set it aside. She lifted a light blanket resting on the 
white, leather couch and patted the cushion beside her. 

“Is this a good time to talk?” she asked, as he settled under the 
blanket. “I mean, are you being monitored?” 

Hank smiled, pulled the bug detector from his pocket and showed 
her its zero reading. 

“Tl have to get you one of these, too.” 

“Where did you go after you left me at Sonatto Headquarters?” 
Mabel asked. 

“T received an important text just after they let us in,’ Hank 
responded. “I had to go home and change, and then attend a late 
morning meeting. I was back by lunchtime to make sure you hadn’t 
gotten yourself into too much trouble. My office is upstairs anyway.” 

He picked up the remote and stretched an arm around Mabel. 
For a brief moment she forgot how lonely life could be. She was 
flooded with youthful feelings for this man who had once abandoned 
her - who would abandon her again. 

“See, this is what most people look forward to no matter what 
they’ve been doing during the day,” he added, stretching his legs in 


70 


CHAPTER 15. FREE TO BE 





front of him. 

“What was your meeting about?” Mabel asked. 

“You saw how most people in that place work, Mabel,” Hank 
drawled. “Trust me when I tell you, that for all the perceived urgency 
it turned out to be a boring waste of time.” 

Relaxed and still feeling the tea, Mabel rationalized that this 
made too much sense to be a brush-off. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt 
to just enjoy the evening. She sank into his embrace, adjusted the 
blanket across their knees and slid her arm across his chest. Hank 
kissed her forehead and activated the screen. Moments later a low 
rumble told her he was fast asleep, so she carefully slid the remote 
from his hand and turned off the movie. Then she tenderly spread 
the whole blanket over Hank’s sleeping bulk, turned off the lights 
and stole away to her own quarters. 

She slipped between the smooth, bamboo-fibre sheets of a freshly 
made bed and fell into a dreamy sleep ... only to be awakened by 
strange voices coming from the living room. 





“Our father, who art ...” 

“What the hell is that?” Mabel thought as she struggled to stay 
asleep by incorporating the external noises into her dream. 

... No, it was real. 

Mabel crawled out of bed and placed her ear to the door. There 
really were people out there. She slid the door open a crack and 
peered into the dimly lit living room. 

Sitting along the white, leather couch and in the matching easy 
chair were Hank, and a man and woman who Mabel didn’t recognize. 
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With heads bowed, eyes squinted shut and hands held tightly in 
prayer, they were reciting the Lord’s Prayer in 18th century English. 
On the floor around them six men, roughly in their 20s, also knelt in 
prayer, droning along with them. Mabel recognized one of the young 
men as the employee who sat to the right of her in the Sonatto lunch 
room giving advice as to how to get along in the company. 

So, Hank was a member of a Christian cult and held midnight 
prayer meetings with his employees? 

Mabel quietly closed the door before they could lift their eyes 
from the first prayer and crept back into bed. Not wanting to alert 
them to her presence by turning on a light, she placed her notebook 
on her bedside table and made a mental note of the time - 1:00 am. 
The droning continued as she drifted into uneasy sleep. 
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Crisis to questions 


ABEL awoke as the sun was just creeping over the horizon. She 
felt refreshed and very hungry. Scooping her notepad from the 
bed table she made a bee-line for the kitchen. 

The house was quiet except for a rhythmic rumbling emanating 
from Hank’s room. All that remained of the popcorn was a few hard 
kernels in the bottom of the bowl and random, white bits scattered 
about the floor. A number of water glasses grouped in the middle of 
the coffee table, and scattered about the floor, implied an abortive 
attempt to clean up, but the uncustomary dishevelment of the living 
room spoke louder. The party had completed their business and left 
quickly after partaking of Hank’s hospitality and council. 





In the kitchen the fridge was empty except for the leftovers from 
their meal at the speakeasy the night before. Her parfait was, as 
Hank had predicted, by now a strawberry-lime fruit smoothie. 

Mabel sipped her smoothie as she opened her notebook to the 
first clear page, hoping to record her impressions of the night before. 
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A chill ran up her spine as for the first time she noticed the words 
on the adjacent page, 

“first 6 pictures, city turned in on itself, no way in, no way up” 

So, her earlier foray into the concrete jungle hadn’t been a 
dream. 

She picked up her smoothie and ran back to her quarters where 
the camera still rested on the dresser. There were no pictures on the 
camera’s hard-drive. However, the date it displayed was Saturday. 
It could be easy to lose track of time when not on a fixed schedule, 
but Mabel had no memory of having spent more than two nights at 
the timeshare. Somehow she had lost a day ... and a night. 

Mabel sat on the edge of her bed, pulled the laptop onto her 
knees and began to record everything she had experienced in this 
supposed dream. Then she uploaded it to the cloud and copied it to 
her secondary hard drive. 

At last satisfied that the information would not be lost she pow- 
ered down. Only then did she remember how hungry she was. 

Mabel gulped her smoothie and began to rummage through her 
possessions for any signs that her wardrobe or her packets of food 
may have been tampered with. Nothing was immediately evident. 
She remembered that the bed sheets had been changed the day be- 
fore, which seemed a bit excessive. Her en-suite bathroom was as 
pristine as ever, containing only one bar of soap, one towel and an 
empty cabinet. 

Next Mabel swept into the kitchen. Every cabinet, every drawer, 
every corner of the kitchen had to be explored. She knocked gently 
on the walls to make sure that she hadn’t missed anything. 

Suddenly her focus was shattered. 

“We can order in.” 

Mabel jumped and spun around to see the very confused face of 
her friend. 

Awakened by the commotion, Hank had come to investigate. 
With his burgundy, silk bathrobe awry and his hair uncombed, he 
did not look like a man capable of hiding a secret. 

“Mabel, are you all right?” 

The look of puzzlement had turned to concern. 

“What happened the day before yesterday?” she blurted. 
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Hank sat down decisively and invited her to sit across from him. 

“You've jumped the gun, Mabel. That was to be your lesson for 
today. 

Her eyes narrowed, lips tightened. Mabel glared at Hank and 
turned toward the door. 

“There is nothing in our contract that says you can drug me,” 
she hissed. 

But before she could make her way around the table Hank was 
blocking the door. 

“It wasn’t me who drugged you! Do you know where you were? 
You have no idea what could have happened to you!” Hank looked 
distraught. Mabel sank slowly into the chair and his face relaxed. 

“You must hear me out. Then if you want to return to Loon Cove 
I'll pay you for your time here and send you home.” 

Hank plugged in the kettle and placed a tea pot, two cups and a 
selection of teas on the table. 

“T’ll have whatever you choose,” he offered. 

Then he launched into the story of the ground dwellers. 





“Remember how I told you about a community of people who 
live underground? Well, I believe you’ve met them. The thing is, 
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nobody ever goes down there and comes back up again. There are a 
few connections but it’s all through networking with specific, trusted 
people.” 

“Are you one of them?” Mabel interrupted. 

Hank shook his head as if annoyed and continued: 

“Two days ago I woke up to find the flat empty. I suspected that 
you might have gone exploring and set out to see if I could catch up 
with you. According to the doorman you had been gone for hours. 
That worried me so I set out in the direction that he indicated. 
While I was passing the first street, something shiny caught my eye. 
It turned out to be your camera. I knew they had you, and the 
camera must have been left for me to find. 

“As I stood examining the camera a little electric cab pulled 
up. You don’t see them much at that time of day. The cabbie 
recognized me and told me what had happened. It seems that some 
underground dweller felt threatened by your presence, brought some 
help with him and drugged you. I’ve heard that they have some 
serious drugs. The cabbie offered to negotiate on my behalf to get 
you back. The payment for your return was as many bottles of water 
as I could fit into my coat, left by the corner of the alley way. 

“T did as I was told and they returned you, still unconscious. 
Then the cabbie brought us back to the time-share but he couldn’t 
come in, so there I was, carrying your limp body to the couch in the 
lobby. I have a friend who is a doctor. Within minutes she and her 
husband were there. They helped me to get you up to your room. 

“After a while my doctor friend reassured me that it was safe to 
let you sleep it off but imperative that you take exercise the next 
morning. She said that with some of the strong drugs used in the 
underground it might take a day or so but that if you could get your 
system moving you should be all right. 

“T had her dress you in your nightgown and put you to bed. The 
rest you know. 

“Believe me, Mabel, I didn’t know that we were living so close to 
potential danger.” 

Mabel sat, stunned, as the kettle whistled behind her. 

“Thank you?” 

Hank patted her shoulder in reply as he lumbered over to the 
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kettle. 

“T think you should come to work with me for a couple of days.” 

Mabel slumped in her seat. The thought of spending even an- 
other hour in that tedium was more than she could bear. 

“Pll think about it. Where do you keep your pot?” she queried. 

Hank paused for a moment as he filled the tea pot. 

“Oh. You mean “Pot” pot. Is that why you were knocking the 
walls?” 

“No,” said Mabel. “I was looking for devices.” 

“Well then, I have a surprise for you,” said Hank as he returned 
the kettle to the counter. He produced a monitor-detecting device 
and placed it in front of her tea cup. On the label in bold letters were 
the words “Product of Greenland Safety-ware”. Just below in fine 
print she could barely make out the words, “Subsidiary of Sonatto 
Industries Inc” 

“Some friends of mine brought this for you last night. Tomorrow 
at work you will also have your own phone.” 

“Back up,” said Mabel. “Isn’t Sonatto into spying on their em- 
ployees?” 

“Sonatto is into making a profit,’ Hank replied patiently. 
and they don’t try to hide the fact that they spy on their employees. 
Some employees see the irony but many of them see the device as pro- 
tection from threats to their jobs at Sonatto. Phones are randomly 
confiscated at the door as people go into or out of the workplace, 
ostensibly to ensure that they have not been hacked by criminals. 
One of the perks of working there is that you get one of these to 
carry around with you most of the time. 

“Your phone is dedicated, which means that I am the only one 
besides you who has access to it.” 

Hank suggested moving breakfast to the coffee table where they 
could wind down. Without waiting for an answer he picked up the 
remaining leftovers from Café Libra and his own tea cup, and saun- 
tered into the living room. Mabel followed with the pot and her own 
cup. She pushed the glasses from the night before out of the way 
to make room for the new refreshments, careful not to inquire as to 
how they got there. 

Hank cleared his throat. 


oo 
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“Huhuum. My prayer group came over last night. The doctor 
who helped to save you was there.” 

“T know they did,” said Mabel. “I heard you. 

“Not to sound ungrateful, but I don’t believe that my life was 
ever in danger. These underground people just seemed to want to 
protect something. They didn’t hurt me. They must have caught me 
when I fell because there are no bruises. I don’t even know how they 
drugged me. They let me go for the very low price of clearing some 
pictures off my camera, which they didn’t even confiscate. Most 
likely I was an intruder and a nuisance that they were happy to get 
rid of. They could have killed me right there and gotten away with 
it, but they didn’t.” 

Hank had already eaten his custard. Mabel gestured for him to 
take hers as well and dug into the salad. 

He set down his spoon and thrust an arm around her shoulder. 

“You know, I’ve lost 10 pounds chasing you around,” he said, 
giving her a squeeze. 

“Td be happy to help you keep it off,’ said Mabel, slipping her 
hand across his chest and accidentally under his gaping dressing 
gown. 

Self conscious about his disheveled state and possible lack of 
hygiene, Hank kissed her forehead and suggested that they go back 
to their rooms and rest, and continue the conversation later. 

They both knew that the conversation was over anyway. 

Mabel slipped off to ground herself with her morning yoga while 
Hank retired to recoup some lost sleep. 
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Left alone 


ABEL felt very uncomfortable walking toward Sonnatto head- 
M quarters the following Monday. Hank had insisted that she go 
there at least one more time for half a day but once again had not 
provided enough information for her to be making her own informed 
decision. 

It seemed that in order to receive some of the perks of employ- 
ment she had to show up once and a while. Hank reassured her that 
it had become obvious to everyone that she did her best work while 
out of the office, but cautioned that she really needed to bite the 
bullet and follow the prescribed templates laid out by him. 

Even this so-called “best work” was the work Hank had done on 
her behalf before even leaving Loon Cove, which again begged the 
question, “Why am I here?” Knowing that Hank was her monitor 
made it even more confusing and more than a little uncomfortable. 

On this day someone was promoted to the elite cubicles, which 
freed up a much coveted office space right beside them. It was Ma- 
bel’s dubious good fortune to be moved into that office ... dubious 
because it also came with increased surveillance of her activities. 
The whispers and sidelong glares of a number of employees implied 
that the complaint box would quickly fill up with her name, and she 
wondered if Hank even knew about this development. 

To try to mitigate some of the fallout she made a point of ap- 
proaching Linda, who was clearly next in line. 

“I’m only here for one project. It is an important project which 
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requires field work. I’ll be away from my desk a lot. I hope I can 
count on you to help keep an eye on things while I’m away. You are 
the only one I want near my desk. It is critical that no one in any 
way compromise my work.” 

“T will add that to my duties as soon as I receive the directive,” 
Linda said, her angry face transformed by pride. 

This time Mabel tried to behave, most of the time. When finally 
the lunch tinkle sounded, she was unceremoniously escorted to the 
exit doors and ushered out into the street. As the door clanged 
behind her, Hank materialized beside her. 

“Nice touch, Mabel, telling Linda to keep an eye on your office. 
She is receiving the directive now,” he added as he pressed “send” on 
his phone. 

“T have to visit another office this afternoon. I called you a cab. 
Your terminal is set to update from home. I'll be back around 2.” 

Then Hank jumped into a cab that was idling on the street and 
sped off in the opposite direction to the time share. 

Mabel stood on the street blinking in the sunlight. In the distance 
a second cab was already speeding toward her. She flattened herself 
into a short, noon-day shadow and waited as the cab slowed to a 
stop by the big, metal doors, and then sped away. As it rounded 
the corner out of sight, she started walking toward the time-share, 
peering down each street she passed for any sign of activity, but the 
midday heat was wearing her down and there seemed to be nothing 
to see. 

At last, only a block away from her destination, Mabel startled 
to a swishing sound. She turned suddenly to see a shabbily dressed 
youth with a mottled, brown baseball cap. He pushed a scratched- 
up, metal water bottle into her hand and held up something that 
looked like the alternative currency she had seen Hank give to an 
electric cab driver. 

“Water,” he said. 

Clearly people in the time-share sometimes sold their metered 
tap water to these people at inflated prices for extra cash. 

Mabel walked back to the timeshare carrying the bottle close 
under her arm so as not to attract attention to it. Back in her 
room she placed half of the money from her first sale into a dresser 
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drawer. Then she took the bottle to the kitchen. Soon it was filled 
and capped at the kitchen tap and on its way back to its owner, a 
block away. 

“Who are you?” Mabel asked as she placed the bottle, wet with 
condensate, into his hand. 

The stranger said nothing but pushed several more bills of alter- 
native currency into her hand. He cashed the bottle in his mottled, 
beige shirt and walked swiftly away from her down the canyon, duck- 
ing into what may have been an alley or a doorway about half way 
to the next crossroad. After her previous experience only a street 
away she wasn’t about to follow him. She took out her note book 
and recorded the incident so as not to forget it and continued toward 
home. 

As she arrived at the street closest the time share, three more 
empty bottles sat clustered on the corner by the curb. A satchel 
rested beside them. This time there was no one in sight. Mabel 
looked inside the satchel. It contained more of the alternative money. 
She collected the bottles and satchel, filled the bottles in the wash- 
room by the lobby of the time share, and left them with the empty 
satchel where she had found them. 

She stood up and looked around. Far in the distance a vehicle 
was speeding down the street toward her, but nothing else moved. 
Then from out of nowhere a little electric cab seemed to materialize 
beside her. The door opened and she got in. 

“Where to?” said the cabbie, as the speeding vehicle screeched 
to a halt behind them. She could tell by the voice that the electric 
cab driver was a woman but a large hoodie obscured her face. 

At last Mabel had her own finances. The afternoon was young. 
She suggested the only location that she knew. 

“Café Libra.” 

In an instant they were speeding through the streets. Mabel 
was beginning to recognize the route, though rattling around on the 
worn seat by herself felt odd. She gripped the seat for stability and, 
breathless, asked the driver, 

“Would it be all right if I asked you some questions?” 

Her driver’s response was immediate and emotionless. 

“No.” 
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Moments later the cab stopped with a jolt at the front of Café 
Libra. The doors unlocked and Mabel stepped out. She pulled a few 
bills from her pocket and pressed them into the driver’s hand. 

“Is this enough?” 

The round-faced, swarthy young woman under the hoodie handed 
back a large wad of change in conventional currency, smiled and 
quickly closed the doors. In an instant the same cab stood by its 
next customer only meters away. 

Mabel pushed the new bills into her pocket as she walked down 
the herb-strewn path to the speakeasy. She found herself wishing 
that she hadn’t stashed some of the money in her room before leav- 
ing. She had no idea how much things would cost or if in this new 
currency she would have enough. 

This time Mabel chose a table from which she could watch other 
patrons enter and leave. Before looking at the menu, she showed the 
server her money and asked what it would buy. Her server smiled 
and waived it away. 

A moment later a sumptuous salad and a glass of water sat in 
front of her. 

Mabel took her time, picking at the salad, watching the day’s 
customers come and go. It was even more peaceful without the 
crowds. 

She watched Joe come in and look around for a few minutes 
before taking a table behind a post. This time he didn’t seem to see 
her. A few minutes later a man came out of the kitchen and joined 
Joe (if that was Joe’s real name). There were no other familiar faces. 

Mabel got up for a moment and tried to look into the kitchen 
but was steered away. It was understood by all of the patrons that 
no one passed that boundary except employees. Nor would anyone 
answer her questions, though they were all very gracious about it. 

Without Hank or anyone to talk to, after finishing her salad, the 
part of Café Libra that she was allowed to explore no longer held 
her interest. It really was just a place to get away from what life had 
become for most people. Tables were spaced so that you couldn’t 
hear a conversation unless the speaker wanted you to, and everyone 
there looked so ordinary. 

Mabel decided to explore the exterior of the establishment. 
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Outside, the building was surrounded by very old trees, all con- 
tained within a tall, wrought-iron fence that flanked the property. 
Various culinary herbs lined the path that extended from the street 
to the door and crept into the crevices between its cobbles, scenting 
the air with a cacophony of exquisite odors. Beyond the facade noth- 
ing could be seen. There was no way to walk around the building or 
climb the fence. 

Suddenly a little electric cab was standing beside her. It was 
time to go home. 

Maybe Hank would explain some of these things to her. 

This time the cabbie took a small fraction of her clandestine 
earnings for the day. She would learn later that the first cabbie 
took none of the value of the ride, but only exchanged it for equal 
value in the more conventional currency. It always depended on 
what was most valuable to people in the moment. Either way being 
caught with too much conventional money was a felony worthy of 
confiscation and even jail time. For Mabel it just meant that she 
had money to spend, if she could figure out how to ration herself. 

Mabel didn’t arrive home until 18:00 h. The flat was empty so 
she decided to draw a shallow bath and rest for the evening. As 
she entered her bedroom, she detected a faint smell of mint and 
clove. Hank would have come home while she was out but what was 
he doing in her room? She had never even been curious about his 
room. Perhaps it was time to look in. 
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Getting to know you 


ANK’S room was larger than hers, with a sturdy, king-sized bed, 
H and a couch and two chairs that looked like they had never 
been used. A large cinema centre dominated the wall opposite the 
bed. In one corner sat a desk containing only a computer terminal. 
Beside a remote on the bedside table a jumbo-sized pump-bottle of 
“Keep it Up” proudly boasted a safe and efficient route to satisfying 
your lover. 

Mabel had heard of this substance. Some older women used it to 
elasticize the thinning walls of their aging vaginae, thus preventing 
itch. It claimed to offer increased pleasure for both partners but the 
main target consumer was men over 60 hoping to gain and keep an 
erection. 

Curious about the substance, Mabel went back to her room and 
emptied the contents of a small baggy of spirulina into a glass. Hank 
wouldn’t mind if she took a small sample of this expensive substance, 
just to try. She washed out the bag, dried it the best she could and 
returned to Hank’s room. There she collected a generous sample of 
the cream. She slipped the baggy into the pocket of her bathrobe 
and visually scanned the rest of this otherwise austere room. One 
wall sported a small picture of a lake that looked quite out of place 
amid the other king-sized trappings. 

Seeing nothing noteworthy and wishing to respect what was left 
of Hank’s privacy, Mabel returned to her own room where a cold, 
sitz bath, a warm bed and a good book awaited. 
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The clock on her bedside table said 20:00 h when an almost 
imperceptible knock on her door seeped into her consciousness. She 
closed the book and placed it on her bedside table, threw her bathrobe 
loosely over her shoulders and rushed to open the door, at first just 
a crack. Relieved to see Hank on the other side, she opened it wide 
and pushed past him, talking as she went. 

“We really need to talk, Hank. I have so many questions about 
this place and I need you to tell me everything you know, including 
why you would go to the trouble of bringing me out here to pretend 
to write propaganda. I’ll make some tea and we can sit in the living 
room where you will ...” 

Hank interrupted her. 

“I’m relieved to see you back, Mabel.” 

He did look relieved. 

“That’s what I mean,” she said emphatically. “Why would you 
be relieved?” 

Hank sat down on the couch and raised his voice over the kitchen 
noises Mabel was already making. 

“It never occurs to you that someone might just care about you? 
You didn’t even leave a note.” 

Realizing that she might have over-thought that aspect Mabel 
fell silent. If she hadn’t concerned herself with Hank’s welfare on 
returning to an empty flat, it was only because he seemed to navigate 
that world so well. 

“New rule,” she said as she placed the tea tray on the coffee table. 
“Tf either of us will not be where we said we would, we leave a note 
in the flat.” 

Then, remembering her impromptu electric cab ride she added, 

“’.. when that is possible.” 

Hank smiled and nodded agreement as he poured the tea. 

“Assuming that we are both in places where our cell phones work 
we won’t even need a note, but life can be unpredictable,” he said. 

“Now, please tell me what I am really doing here, and what you 
were doing in my room,” said Mabel as she took her seat beside him 
on the couch. 

Hank looked surprised at the latter revelation but recovered quickly. 
He placed his steaming tea cup back on its saucer and spread an arm 
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across the back of the couch behind Mabel. 

“You are a front,” he responded. “I could have finished this 
project handily without even leaving Loon Cove but I needed an 
excuse to expand the project and come into the area, all expenses 
paid, of course. So I made up some bullshit reason that included 
needing an assistant to do the writing. Nobody questions bullshit 
reasons because everybody uses them. The only real work is done 
in the mines and the prisons and people who are part of the infras- 
tructure supporting that could have a lot of free time on their hands 
if they didn’t make up bullshit reasons for their apparent business. 

“As for why I picked you, to be honest there aren’t that many 
people I think I can trust. 

“T was hoping that your former government training would justify 
choosing you in the eyes of my other colleagues and the authorities 

. and if you out me I am prepared to turn you in to save myself 
and to keep hidden my true motivation for being here.” 

“Well, I didn’t ask to be here,” Mabel responded. “The only thing 
you might rationalize that you could do in good conscience would 
be to have me put under house arrest in Loon Cove.” 

Hank cleared his throat and continued: 

“You were way under employed and, frankly, under informed. 
When you go back to Loon Cove you will have lots to write about. 
But I may not be the one who decides your fate. Just try to stay 
out of jail. Things have changed for the worst in the jails.” 

Mabel opened her mouth to ask if that was a threat but Hank 
didn’t give her a chance. 

“As for why I was in your room ... I did knock first, hoping you 
would be there and that you hadn’t been abducted again. When 
you were not, I couldn’t resist just looking around a bit. 

“... How did you know I had gone into your room? I touched 
nothing.” 

“You are so hot when you're honest,” said Mabel, ignoring the 
question. 

Hank cleared his throat and continued, 

“Also, I knew you from before. I was willing to gamble that there 
was still some potential for growth and subtlety under your thick 
crust. Based on your actions of today, it wasn’t such a long shot ” 
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“What do you know about today?” Mabel demanded. 

“Well, you evaded two of the cabs I sent for you and disappeared 
for a while. However, you covered our asses at Sonatto and soothed 
a jealous co-worker like a pro. You haven’t lost it, Mabel.” 

“That was meant to be a complement,” she said dryly, looking 
down. 

“.. and if you don’t want anyone including me to know where 
you are, just turn off the tracking on your phone. I do it all the 
time,” he added. 

“So that is how you knew where to send the second cab ... my 
phone. But why send a cab at all when I was already in front of the 
time-share? What kind of surveillance would indicate to you that I 
might leave the area?” she asked. 

“.. Your movements back and forth between the streets and the 
flat suggested interactions with someone back there. I couldn’t know 
what kind of interactions and didn’t want to have to find you and 
bring you back drugged again ... or not find you. People have gone 
missing after entering the streets near the condos ...” 

Hank squeezed her shoulder and added, 

“... and it is possible for someone to just be concerned for you 
welfare.” 

Mabel leaned forward and lifted the teapot to refresh their tea 
but set it back on the tray without finishing the action. She sat back 
and looked him directly in the eye. 

“Now tell me all about your real reason for coming here.” 
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Hank’s story 


ANK finished Mabel’s abortive action, filling both cups, and 
H sipped his tea before responding. 

“Well, as you know, things can be complicated,” He began. 

“Like you, fresh out of university all I wanted was to make a 
positive difference in the world without having to suffer for it. Like 
you, I mistook spinning the facts for making sure that everyone in 
our vast, multicultural land could see the good in what we were doing 
through the lens of their own presuppositions and agendas. And like 
you, I was a cog in a much larger machine without even knowing it. 

“Your epiphany appeared to have come around the time we parted. 
Pll let you speak to that if you want to later on. For me it came 
during my time in rehab. 

“T lost everything, Mabel, including my self respect.” 
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“When I was young things came to me easily. Somehow I thought 
they always would, but no one looks at you the same way when you’re 
old. I’ve seen it even with colleagues who did not fall from grace. 
No one asks for their personal opinion or hears them out in a social 
situation. Our only source of respect is the fear that younger people 
have about how we can affect their careers. For most men in my 
position that is enough to make them want to keep up the status 
quo at any cost. They know that they have reached their pinnacle. 

“For women who make it it’s often different. They never had 
that level of respect to begin with because they are women. Many 
of them seem to content themselves with using their savings to keep 
the cosmetic surgery industry alive. 

“Tve told you before about my profound realization in rehab. 
What I didn’t tell you was how it affected my goals, or why. You 
see, despite my bad behavior I am well positioned as a scary guy 
to implement some changes. I can’t change some things within the 
system. No one could do that alone. However, as a kind of Scarlet 
Pimpernel there may be some small changes that I can affect without 
having to disappear into a prison somewhere for the rest of my life.” 

Mabel leaned back into his arm. 

“So, exactly what are you doing and how can I help to facilitate 
this rebellion?” she asked. 

Hank drew her closer and kissed her forehead. 

“You can not tell anyone,” he said. 

“That’s easy. You still haven’t told me anything, at least nothing 
specific,’ Mabel quipped. 

“If there was such a thing as a mass realization we could all just 
walk out of this trap we’ve created for ourselves. I can see that this 
would require a lot more education and organization, especially for 
people who believe they have something to lose.” 

Hank pulled his arm closer around her shoulder. 

“It’s more than that,” he responded. “People don’t like change, 
especially when they feel threatened. How do you know that some 
of the women you ... we ... are writing for won’t welcome a chance 
to work in the mines and have their own money? They usually 
build their own social networks and hierarchies once they get there, 
and find some level of what they call happiness, or at least another 
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addiction.” 

“And the children?” Mabel inquired. 

“Some people believe it’s for the best that they receive at least 
some middle class acculturation. Not all of them have to go on to 
be miners,” he said. 

“You mean that some of them will go on to support the corporate 
machine in a different way? That’s pretty smart, sorting out the 
smartest ones and bribing them with dead-end middle class lifestyles. 
It gets them out of the way and the only ones left can’t think their 
way out of the trap of paid slavery.” 

“Or they go to prison where they work even harder and have even 
less freedom,” Hank added. “There are no simple solutions, Mabel.” 

Hank was clearly still thinking from within a middle class frame- 
work but who didn’t have a framework? Mabel was also aware that 
he hadn’t directly answered her question. 

“And what, precisely, are you doing to make these subtle, impor- 
tant changes to society?” she pressed. 

“T use my position to facilitate the advancement of people who 
appear to be working on behalf of their fellow man to any degree at 
all, like you.” 

“Can I meet some of them?” she said eagerly. 

Hank stroked her arm distractedly. 

“Tomorrow. You'll want to retire soon. Big day coming up.” 

Neither stood up. 
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Intimate developments 


ABEL slid her arm across Hank’s chest in a parting hug. She 
lifted her face to ask about their plans for the coming day just 
as he aimed a goodnight kiss at her forehead. The kiss landed on her 
cheek, so he took the opportunity to plant a second one on the other 
cheek. Without moving back he looked into her eyes and softly said, 
“Goodnight.” 
Mabel closed the short distance between their faces with a gentle 
kiss, full on the mouth. 
“Tell me about tomorrow,” she whispered. 





Hank pulled her close and kissed her ... a long, lingering, deep 
kiss. Mabel didn’t want to let go of this new level of intimacy ... or 
the subject at hand. Through a series of soft kisses she repeated, 

“Tell me about tomorrow.” 
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“Is this what passes for pillow talk with you?” Hank said gently, 
stroking her face. 

“Who said anything about a pillow?” Mabel responded between 
increasingly passionate kisses. “OK. One thing at a time.” 

She slipped her hand under his shirt and down his stomach. 
Hank’s body stiffened. 

“At my age it isn’t always easy ...” he began, but she stopped 
his mouth with hers. 

Mabel felt in the pocket of her dressing gown for a small packet 
of white cream fortuitously placed there only a few hours before. 
With one hand she liberated the contents and began to massage the 
cream into his genitalia. Hank quickly rose to the occasion. 

“Oh God! It’s my fantasy!” he gasped, holding her a little too 
tightly. 

Mabel kissed his chest, his neck, licked his ear, positioned herself 
and met his heaving pelvis. Passion rose with each thrust, leaving 
her hungry for more. Every entry touched her most sensitive spot, 
teasing, stimulating, arousing until she could no longer stand the 
space between each withdrawal. Back arched, hands pressed into 
his buttocks and legs spread wide, she gave in with abandon to 
the rhythmic contractions of orgasm, and Hank exploded inside her. 
Then she fell back panting, one sinewy leg still pressed tightly into 
his ample thigh. 

For a moment there was only the sound of breath settling into its 
usual rhythms. Mabel snuggled into Hank’s neck to better smell his 
shaving lotion and Hank lightly patted her shoulder before breaking 
the silence. 

“Did you plan this? ... because it’s OK if you did,” he whispered. 

“No, and I still have some questions for you,” Mabel responded. 

They leaned into the back of the couch, still lightly stroking one- 
another. 

“Where did you get the cream?” Hank asked. 

Still nestled under his chin, Mabel crooned, 

“From your room.” 

Hank stiffened again. 

“You were in my room?” 

“You were in mine.” 
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“What were you doing in my room? You had no right to be in 
there.” 

“Checking it out.” 

My elds!” 

“T found the cream.” 

Hank relaxed and softly said, 

“Why did you take some away?” 

“Not really sure, but it worked out,” said Mabel, starting to lose 
interest in the exchange. 

Hank gently pushed her back to examine her face and look into 
her eyes. 

“Just so you know, I heartily approve of the way in which you 
have invaded my privacy this time ... Don’t do it again.” he said. 

“Anyway, I didn’t go through your things. It was right there on 
the bedside table,” said Mabel. 

Hank blushed. 

“You know, rubbing that in without my permission was tanta- 
mount to drugging me without my permission,” he said. 

“And you had me drugged at the Café Libra yesterday. So, we’ve 
drugged each other ... in the nicest way,” she said softly. 

“Touché,” he replied. “... and you have my permission to do it 
again.” 

Mabel smiled back at Hank. 

“’.. and you don’t have mine.” 

Hank shrugged and drew her closer. 

“You know, when I used to know you I thought you must be the 
only person in the world who was able to have multiple orgasms 
while in a dissociative state. You seem a lot more connected now. 
What changed?” 

Mabel wanted to share that painful moment when youthful as- 
pirations were eclipsed by what felt like realization, the moment she 
stopped trying to fit in. Unlike Hank’s, her realization was rooted 
in a freedom of not knowing. She wanted to tell him that what 
they were calling an epiphany was probably the same thing, but she 
couldn’t even know that for sure. 

She just wanted them to fuse together as one entity, never to be 
parted. 
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If only the past would just go away. If only the present was not 
so complicated. 

Mabel started to speak, still uncertain of what she would say, 
but her words only blended with Hank’s first low, rumbling snore. 
She untangled herself from his sleeping embrace, tenderly pulled a 
blanket over his bulk and, still in her bare feet, patted off to bed. 





When she awoke as usual at 3 am, something was different. 
Breathing quietly over the back of her neck, arms wrapped around 
her, lay her lover. There was no snoring, so she reasoned that it 
must be a dream. 

‘Tll take it,” thought Mabel. She kissed the arm that cradled 
her, snuggled in and drifted into a deep sleep. 
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The journey begins 


HE next morning Mabel found herself staring at a small spray- 

bottle of “Snore-Away” that had been placed on her bedside ta- 

ble. Hank was still spooning her, breathing deeply. Already she was 

feeling stiff from their encounter of the night before. She carefully 

untangled herself from his embrace so as not to wake him, washed 

and dressed as quietly as possible and went into the living room to 
do her morning yoga. 

As she finished, Hank was standing in her doorway. 

“T’ve ordered a cab and breakfast to go. Both will arrive together 
in one hour. Dress as though you were going to the office, but 
comfortably if that’s possible. It could be a long trip. I’ll explain on 
the way.” 

They retired to their respective rooms, emerging 15 minutes later 
in their most comfortable business attire. Hank looked dapper in a 
dark suit and white shirt but not at all comfortable by Mabel’s 
standards. Mabel had been able to find some plain, loose fitting, 
black silk pants with an androgynous tweed jacket of black flecks on 
brown tweed. With her hair pulled back she looked almost upper 
middle class. 

“We’re going to have to do something about the shoes,” said 
Hank. “Just because both are black doesn’t mean people won’t notice 
that you’re wearing socks and sandals.” 

He took out his cell phone and started typing, thumbs flying over 
the keypad with deft precision for such big thumbs. 
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“T’ve ordered you some shoes. We can pick them up on the way. 
Don’t worry. They’ll be comfortable. You can tell a lot about people 
by their shoes and you will need to look the part today. Try not to 
speak.” 

Mabel looked at the clock. It would be 40 minutes before the 
cab arrived. That left enough time to start a conversation about 
what was coming up but maybe not enough time to finish if it was 
a conventional cab ride. Hank started one anyway. 

“What would you do if the only way for us to stay together was 
for you to become a Christian?” he asked. 

“’.. probably some combination of tears and masturbation until I 
get over you,” she responded distractedly. She still liked him better 
when he didn’t talk. 

Hank continued to press his point. 

“That’s it? I just wish you could experience what I have experi- 
enced. You would have no doubts.” 

Mabel was losing patience. 

“You had a powerful experience that you couldn’t put into words 
and you interpreted it through the lens of your early upbringing. 
What makes you think that even if I had exactly the same experience 
I would give it the same interpretation?” 

“Anyway, if your interpretation is so narrow that you would push 
away someone who loves you just because they don’t share it, then 
perhaps you have already forgotten the experience and any real in- 
sight it may have brought you.” 

She scowled and glanced back at Hank, who was smiling and had 
clearly not heard most of what she had said. 

“You just said you loved me,” he grinned. 

“And why would you care?” Mabel countered. “You have all the 
power in this relationship, at least as long as we’re on your turf.” 

Hank took her hands in his. 

“T loved being with you last night, Mabel. - Passionate vanilla 
sex! Let’s do that again.” 

“.. better living through chemistry,” she thought, but she said 
nothing. It really was an experience worth repeating. Mabel had to 
admit that she’d missed the intimacy of a close relationship. Why 
did her feelings tell her to trust this man who hadn’t been straight 
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with her from the beginning? 

She remembered a snippet of advice she gave to freshmen once 
when she was the visiting speaker at her old university: 

“By all means enjoy yourselves, but don’t let anyone use your 
libido to control you.” 

After a lifetime of meticulously controlling her own life she sud- 
denly found herself filled with endorphins. She only hoped that her 
intellect would override this newly-forming emotional attachment if 
she needed it to. 

One thing hadn’t changed since the early days: Being with Hank 
was like living on a roller coaster ... not an emotional one so much 
as ... just a roller coaster. 

Hank interrupted her mental reverie. 

“Penny for your over-thinking?” 

But there wasn’t time to answer. The door bell chimed, indicat- 
ing that their cab had arrived. With a stop at the shoe store added 
to the agenda they could not afford to wait around. 
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Halifax 


ANK and Mabel stood on the 10th floor balcony of a 30 story 
time share in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Just below, a row of ugly 
desalination plants sprawled across what might once have been a 
beautiful beach. Beyond the plants stretched the ocean, dotted with 
solar sponges used to generate steam to power the plants, and beyond 
that, a few floating research stations and some old fashioned oil rigs. 
On a clear day, from the 10th floor you could see all the way to the 
horizon. 

Mabel gulped delicious breaths of the fresh, salt sea air. 

It didn’t look anything like the ocean views depicted in the en- 
trance to the hotel’s modern lobby and the sound of the ocean was 
nearly drowned out by the persistent screeches of seagulls as they 
invaded some tourist’s picnic. 

Hank explained that seagulls were served as a delicacy in some 
places, but not here. It had to come from somewhere else to be ap- 
preciated. However, the meat was advertised on most menus across 
the country. 

Mabel was astonished. 

“They have seagulls on the menu?” 

“Anything can be good if it’s sterilized, chopped finely enough 
and mixed with spices. There is usually something at any given 
time-share for every palate. Locusts are a delicacy in the north,” 
said Hank. “Everything but sand fleas,” he added, “but even that 
has been tried.” 
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“Everything but fish,” said Mabel, eluding to a worldwide ban 
on fishing that had been spearheaded by Prime Minister Elizabeth 
May in the late 20th century. 

Hank patted her shoulder meaningfully. 

“The rich can still get sea products. Nets may have been out- 
lawed but people get very creative where money or the possibility of 
bartering for fresh water are involved. 

“Come-on. There’s time for a walk around the building to get 
you oriented,” he said, turning her toward the door. 

Behind the time-share the landscape was like Toronto only a little 
less dense and dark, a little less high. The tallest buildings ended a 
few stories above an average cloud cover, just high enough to have 
sunshine during all fogs and most storms. 

Hank explained that every city had its political differences and 
landscapes, but this city was especially beautiful from the air. Per- 
haps she would get to see it at night during their visit. 

In Halifax there was no one living below ground in the city. Un- 
like in Vancouver and most Western cities the air didn’t smell like 
oil, which made Nova Scotia a popular vacation spot. 

The lower middle classes made do with ground-level accommo- 
dation in the city proper and lost souls wandered the streets, lining 
up at water outlets with their ration stamps every Friday afternoon. 

Just beyond the city, brightly coloured tents nestled among the 
rocks amid a few ramshackle houses. These were the poor who 
were lucky enough to escape the streets. As with the underground 
dwellers of Toronto, no one seemed to pay much attention to them. 
They were allowed to grow a few vegetables among the rocks and 
keep some chickens. Many were itinerant, roaming the province for 
a little work here or there and recycling their money through their 
nomadic networks. The money was usually used to buy drinking 
water. Water collected on roofs was used for washing, watering the 
garden and sometimes drinking. Even most tents had a rain barrel 
and rain catchment sacks extending from on their sides. Nothing 
was wasted. 

The only alternative currency just outside Halifax was barter. 
Close-knit communities bartered first among themselves. When all 
the needs of their community were met, sometimes they would barter 
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with outsiders. Seldom was there enough left over to take their 
produce to market but when there was, it was usually traded for 
much coveted water rations. 

Hank’s brief orientation tour ended in their flat, where he ex- 
plained the workings of the composting toilets and strict water ra- 
tioning that would turn off your shower automatically after 5 min- 
utes. 

As afternoon faded to evening, however, he still hadn’t ade- 
quately explained why she was on this trip. 

“Now will you tell me why we’re here?” Mabel asked. 

“Call it a working honeymoon,” Hank deflected. 

“So tell me about the work part,” Mabel demanded. “Am I your 
cover?” 

“In a way,” Hank replied. “but also we had to get away from 
Toronto for a while and I thought you might enjoy seeing some of 
this for yourself. 

“For my part, while we’re here there is a package I need to pick 
up for a friend. You can just act like a tourist. Oh, and we’ll send 
in your next installment of the Mine Settlement Program Report 
tomorrow evening just so that they know you are working.” 

“Tm doing a report?” Mabel asked. 

“It’s the same project. There are only so many articles needed. 

“As for the purpose of our visit here, Mabel, sometimes the less 
you know the less trouble you can get into. Forgive me for keeping 
you in the dark about some things. Try to trust me for just a little 
longer, OK?” 

“Who said I trusted you in the first place,” Mabel countered. “I’m 
tired of being dragged around and given incomplete information. 
Nothing has been explained adequately ... nothing at all! Unless 
you tell me what is really going on I’m going back in the morning, 
not to Toronto, to Loon Cove.” 

Hank did not mask his irritation. 

“Well I can’t protect you forever. OK. It has to do with water 
filtering techniques over which there is some dispute as to ownership, 
and a small packet containing nano technology which I am to deliver 
to an operative in Toronto. As soon as it is in my hands, we leave.” 

“And what makes this a dangerous mission?” Mabel asked. 
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“There are people who could make a lot of money on this if they 
were the only proprietors,” said Hank. “Lots of people make lots of 
money on the suffering of the poor and the greed of almost every- 
one. My employer tells me that the purpose of this mission is to 
prevent one of his competitors from getting too powerful. My per- 
sonal mission is simply to spread the wealth around by facilitating 
competition ... and to get paid. 

"Now, for God’s sake, try to just play along as my wife or sec- 
retary or something. We are here to pick something up from some- 
one who wants to undermine a colleague of his. It’s all politics ... 
personal politics at the highest level. Believe it or not, the most 
dangerous game you can play is to have anything at all to do with 
the emotions of bored, rich people.” 

“This better be worth the risk,’ Mabel growled. 

He met her steady gaze with a faint smile. 

“You may not be comfortable with our hosts. Women in the 
upper classes are still treated like possessions, can’t own property 
and don’t inherit. 

“Now, let’s take it easy tonight. Tomorrow we go for a helicopter 
ride. 
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Long night 


T was three AM. Even after falling asleep in in the arms of her 
lover, Mabel awoke at exactly three o’clock. 

“T could set my watch by it,” she grumbled under her breath. 

A steady sea-breeze streamed in the window pushing the curtains 
out at an odd angle to the wall allowing the white luminescence of a 
full moon to flood the room. Mabel traced Hank’s moonlit face with 
her eyes. Skin relaxed back over chiseled features revealed the young 
man she used to know, sleeping peacefully, breathing deeply. How 
easy everything seemed in the soft afterglow of their love-making. 

She rolled out of bed and shuffled to the bathroom, just like she 
did every morning at three. It felt odd to be sharing a small room 
and only one, small bathroom with Hank. There was barely room 
for one person’s toiletries in there. Except for a compact, adjoining 
kitchen, this time-share was more like a hotel room. Hank said he 
was lucky to get it on such short notice. He called it “quaint”. 

A helicopter ride could mean only one thing. They were going 
to the top of one of those skyscrapers for a rare glimpse of life above 
the literal glass ceiling. Normally, only the corporate elite saw the 
inside of those dwellings. Would they be invited inside? 

Hank had been vague about how this connection came about, 
saying that he was more of a delivery person than anything else. 
Mabel found that hard to believe, but had given up questioning 
only to have her questions evaded. 

A low rumble interrupted her reverie as she returned to bed. 
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She checked for the “snore-away” on the bedside table beside Hank 
before realizing that the rumble came from outside. For a moment 
the curtains stopped moving. Darkness fell as black clouds cloaked 
the moon. The wind was picking up. 














Mabel rushed to the window. Heavy rain began to pound into 
the room. By now Hank was also awake and helping to close the 
window. 

As the rain beat against the window pane a streak of lightening 
brightened the room and left spots dancing before their eyes. An 
enormous thunder clap close upon its heels, made them both jump. 

Hank placed an arm around Mabel’s shoulder and attempted to 
guide her back to bed, but Mabel squeezed his hand and insisted on 
watching the wild weather for just a little longer. 

Outside, sheet lightening lit up the ugly desalination plants as 
though it were day. Waves engulfed the tiny beach beyond the plants. 

“And yet, somehow the sand fleas survive,” Hank said with mock 
nostalgia as he gently released her hand and turned toward the bed. 
“An old-timer I met on the beach once worded it well: 

“’.. and the waves role in and the fleas jump forward, ... and the 
waves roll out and the fleas jump back.” 
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“Fleas must be very prolific to survive a storm like this,” he con- 
cluded. 

Hank lifted the snore-away from the bedside table and applied a 
squirt to each nostril. 

‘T’d like to visit the beach tomorrow and see what the waves 
washed in,” said Mabel. “Do the cloud dwellers ever visit that 
beach?” 

Hank was rapidly losing consciousness but he managed to answer 
just before falling asleep. 

“They don’t need to. Anyway, where we’re going tomorrow they 
won’t even have noticed this storm.” 

His voice trailed off at the end. 

Mabel returned to bed but she couldn’t sleep. Safe inside the 
fortress of their temporary quarters she found herself wondering 
about the people in the tent city, the people on the streets. Surely 
the streets would be running with water in a storm like this. She 
pictured all the rain barrels open and filling with rain while peo- 
ple huddled in their flimsy shelters. Perhaps this would be consid- 
ered a minor inconvenience given that this storm punctuated a long 
drought. 

Did the cloud dwellers really not notice the storm or were they 
out on their balconies watching the light show from above with the 
moon stars spread serenely above them? Surely they would at least 
hear the thunder. 

Somehow in the midst of pondering Mabel fell asleep despite the 
chaos outside. When she awoke the sun streamed through curtains 
still damp and limp against the window. 
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Lone explorer 


ABEL scrutinized her reflection in the full-length mirror of their 
tiny bathroom. 

“Hmmm - flat bum, breasts still round but flattened against a 
prominent ribcage, knobby knock-knees and the only fat on my body 
distributed in a saggy ring around the waist,” she thought. “Maybe 
we won’t share a shower after all to extend our washing up time.” 

It had felt so good in the early morning hours to be cuddling 
skin to skin. Now she made mental note to reserve any nakedness 
for encounters in the dark, under the sheets. 

Hank stirred and Mabel instinctively reached for her robe. She 
hadn’t realized before what a blessing it had been not to care what 
she looked like. Imagining her overweight lover to be equally unattrac- 
tive without clothes didn’t increase her confidence either. Patriarchy 
was rationalized away in a million subtle ways by both sexes and, at 
least psychologically, money and tradition trumped social progress. 
Between women and men there was not a level playing field in the 
looks department. Paying lip service to equality would have to suffice 
as long as patriarchal mindsets colluded to keep the status quo. 

Mabel dressed quickly and stepped into the living room. That 
was the moment when she realized that in their haste to depart she 
had left her laptop behind in Toronto. Now she really felt naked. At 
least it should be a short trip, but what would she do all morning? 
Hank wouldn’t be awake for hours. 

Mabel stuffed a spirulina packet, a notebook and pen into the 
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pocket of her walking shorts. She cached four water bottles inside 
her shirt and strapped one to her waist. Then she plopped a floppy 
sun hat on her head, turned on her heel and started for the door. 
As an after thought she grabbed her cell phone before stepping out 
into the hallway. 

Four elevators rode the outside walls of this square, concrete 
building. One could give oneself a tour of the immediate landscape 
just by riding all the elevators but this may be her last chance to see 
the landscape on this fresh, sunny, maritime morning. 

Mabel explored the halls, finally choosing an elevator kitty-corner 
to their quarters. It had a view of the rocky area that isolated some 
tents, which was relatively unobstructed by the high rises. Further in 
the distance behind some artfully carved rocks the brilliant colours 
of Tent City still glistened from last night’s storm. 

She stopped the elevator for a moment to take out her notebook 
and sketch a rough map of the terrain. Before she could finish, the 
elevator lights were flashing an emergency stop and a man’s voice 
spoke over a loud speaker. 

“Everything all right in there?” 

“Yes, of course,” Mabel answered nervously. She collected herself 
and said sweetly, “I just stopped to enjoy the view.” 

“Others may want to use that elevator so please don’t take too 
long,” the voice drawled patiently. Just before the speaker clicked 
off she heard the mumbled word, “Tourists.” 

This elevator opened into a vast lobby decorated with fishnets 
and pictures of fishermen hauling in enormous catches of very big 
fish. It spoke to the history of the area, a simpler and now idealized 
time of abundance. 

The doorman seemed much more relaxed than his counterpart 
in Toronto, as well. He tipped his hat to her and smiled before 
turning back to the liquid concoction that had kept him up all night. 
He glanced at a large electronic clock face, disguised as an antique 
analogue Grand-daddy, that was buried in the decor, and then down 
at his cell phone. It was 5:00 am - one half hour to shift-change. 
Dutifully he noted the departure of one guest, an older woman, and 
scanned her room card remotely with the tracking equipment under 


the desk. 
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“Suite 1053, Toronto, tracking on cell not enabled.” 

He noted the direction in which she turned as the glass door slid 
closed behind her, before beginning his own log-out procedure. This 
woman’s unusual behavior might warrant the designation, “possible 
terrorist”, but he would leave that for the next shift. Tourists could 
be quirky and there was still someone asleep in 1053 who could be 
held for questioning. 

Unaware that her movements had been recorded, Mabel stepped 
out into the sunshine. Long, stark shadows cast by rough rocks 
formed an eerie, early-morning landscape which she just had to cap- 
ture with her cell phone camera. As she exited the lea of the building 
a fresh, ocean breeze caught her by surprise, lifting her hat and whip- 
ping her hair into her eyes. She leaned into the wind and oriented 
herself toward the desolate rock-field that surrounded the city. 

At the city’s edge she stopped for a moment to peer down an 
empty, wind-whipped street, before turning toward a field of rocks. 
It all looked so much larger from the ground. A few large rocks 
obscured the route she had chosen from above. She was glad to have 
the map. 





Picking her way around the last, large rock, Mabel found the 
winding path she had located from the elevator. Smooth, round 
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pebbles beneath her feet clattered and crunched as she stepped be- 
tween the banks of what must once have been a stream bed. The 
pebbles ended abruptly at what appeared to be a collapsed cave, 
just on the edge of the city. 

The stream bed path meandered for the most part over fairly flat 
terrain, becoming steeper as it approached a ring of carved rocks 
that surrounded Tent City. It was a long walk up a gentle grade and 
Mabel’s knees hurt from sliding around on the pebbles. 

When she finally reached the perimeter of Tent City it was almost 
7:00. 

The camp looked bigger and more sturdy from the ground. Colour- 
ful tents, some of which could hold quite a few people, flapped in 
the wind. Just beyond the camp a bedraggled forest cracked audibly 
with each gust. 

A few people had started to stir. Mabel paused beside one of 
the many cairns interspersed among the ring of rocks. The rocks ap- 
peared to have been dragged there, perhaps as a windbreak. Chiseled 
onto the surface of even those not carved into crude artwork, was 
a plethora of graffiti. Attached to and integrated into much of this 
crude sculpture were bits old electronics and very old fashioned cell 
phones. 

This was a shifting population of peoples who liked to leave their 
mark. 

Mabel turned again to scan Tent City from this new vantage 
point. Further along the path a tall figure was sauntering toward 
her. Remembering her experience in Toronto, she reached into the 
pocket of her shorts and activated the tracking on her cell phone. 
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Under the radar 


I Vee are you doing here?” asked a tall young man with long, 
straight black hair. 

Mabel reached into her shirt and produced a bottle of water. 

“T’m only here for a little while and I thought I’d drop off some 
water,” she responded, holding it out to him. It felt a little foolish 
after such a big storm. 

The young man hesitated before taking the water from her hand. 

“Thank you. Now please go away.” 

Mabel produced another bottle from her cache and placed it 
against the bank of the stream - path. Then she squatted beside 
it and added the last two bottles. 

“IT may never be here again. Please accept this small gift,” she 
said. 

The young man looked puzzled but had apparently ascertained 
that she was harmless. 

“Thank you again,” he said. 

“Keep the bottles,’ Mabel said. “Ill probably be gone tomorrow 
and doubt that there will be time to come back. 

The young man gathered all of the bottles into one arm. Holding 
the other arm high, he waived to a colleague who had appeared from 
behind a rock closer to the first tent. By now breakfast campfires 
were beginning to send smoke curls into the clear air. He turned 
back to Mabel. 

“Were you hoping to trade?” he said, “.... because our gardens 
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have not been productive this year. We are rationing ourselves.” 

“Really, I only wanted to bring you some water,” said Mabel. 
“T have to go back now. It’s a two hour walk and I have to be 
somewhere this afternoon.” 

By now the figure from behind the rock had joined them, a young 
girl with straight, coal black hair and dark, brown eyes. He intro- 
duced her as his sister, Naomi. 

“’,. and I am Basil,” he added. 

“Mabel,” said Mabel as she held out her hand. 

Basil and Naomi looked at each other for a moment as she lowered 
her hand. Then Naomi took the bottles from her brother and ran 
back to the tents. 

“Wait here,” said Basil. “My sister will bring a donkey. We can 
save you walking the whole way back.” 

Moments later Naomi returned with an old donkey and invited 
Mabel to mount. 

“It’s a good thing I’m skinny,” she thought as she gratefully 
climbed aboard the sad looking animal. 

It wasn’t any faster but it saved her knees. From her mount 
Mabel was able to get to know Basil and Naomi who strolled beside 
her. They had lived all their lives as nomads, following the food 
and water supplies, meeting with other nomadic groups. There were 
many tent cities nestled among the rocks. Sometimes they could be 
seen from the air, but they also moved around, approaching so-called 
civilization long enough to amass water supplies. Unlike many disen- 
franchised people, Naomi and Basil did not seem to anticipate some 
cataclysmic end to the world. They were practical people making 
the best of what came their way, rotating their encampments to give 
the land time to recover between visits. 

People from other types of society sometimes visited and tried to 
idealize them, but the newcomers never stayed. The lifestyle was in 
many ways stone-aged and visitors quickly grew bored. 

Sometimes people came because they wanted to feel superior, but 
most contented themselves with occasional glances from the windows 
of their time shares while these primitive peoples went about their 
business. 

“People usually come to gawk. That’s what we thought you might 
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be doing, or maybe that you were a history buff coming to study us. 
What a joke. Our ancestors were not scavengers,” said Basil. 

The networks of tribes that these people trusted spanned the 
continent. Communication was like a slow game of telephone tag 
using very old telephone equipment. They were neither a threat nor 
an aid to the elite, once the oil treaties had been established ... nor 
were they protected by anyone’s laws but their own. Technology in 
their tents, ranged from stone tools to cell phones. 

“But we don’t rely on the cell phones,” said Naomi. “They are 
a frill - an aid, just for now ... We’d gladly trade them for water 
stamps but the ones we have are so out-dated that no one wants 
them. In fact, usually if we have them it’s because someone else 
threw them away. We’ve used them and their parts to create our 
own, limited electronic networks to help us to communicate with 
other groups like ourselves.” 

“We wish a lot of this technology would just go away,” said Basil. 
“Not everyone wants to use it for good purposes and in some areas 
it litters the landscape.” 

Basil and Naomi stopped for a moment to gift Mabel with one 
such ancient, electronic relic, which they seemed more than happy 
to be rid of. 

Mabel smiled a sardonic smile. 

“Something to remember you by?” 

However, her sarcasm was lost on these people. 

“You helped us from the goodness of your heart. Call us if you 
have anything to tell us before you leave. Three numbers are pro- 
grammed into this phone. Any of them will reach us while we are in 
range. And don’t just throw the phone away after you leave. There 
is too much trash everywhere already. The least you can do for us 
is to not throw it away,” said Naomi. 

Mabel promised as she stuffed the old cell phone into her pocket 
beside her new one. 

“And now, you will have been watched from your building as you 
rode an ass from Tent City, and your journey home has been traced 
on your cell phone. They will also know that you are not alone. You 
will tell them that we didn’t want you here and made you go home. 
That is something they will understand. You will not mention your 
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gift to us of contraband water or our gift to you of an ancient cell 
phone.” 

“T have something else for you,” said Mabel, reaching into her 
pocket for her spy detector, but Naomi and Basil only laughed. 

“You need that much more than we ever will.” 

They stopped the donkey where an ancient stream bed disap- 
peared into a pile of stone rubble. 

“Behind this rock is another rock, and after the second rock you 
will be able to see your way home. If you get lost, someone will find 
you by your cell phone and your hotel card, whether you want them 
to or not. We will leave you here.” 

“Can I meet up with you again somewhere?” Mabel asked as she 
looked at her roughly drawn map. 

But all she heard was the persistent sound of sea birds as they 
followed some distant tourist’s litter trail. Naomi and Basil were 
crunching down the path, already almost out of earshot, leading 
their tired animal behind them. 

They did not turn around. 
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Into the clouds 


OU smell like a barn! For God’s sake, Mabel, do you know where 
we're going today? Use my ration of shower water. Get cleaned 
up; look like you did last night, and wear the shoes.” 

Hank was more agitated than she’d ever seen him. After closing 
the bathroom door behind her she could still hear his nagging. 

“The authorities were by today asking why you visited Tent City. 
Thank goodness nothing happened! I told them my fiancée was just 
acting like a crazy tourist and I would see that her activities were 
better controlled from now on. That seemed to satisfy them for the 
time being but you’re going to have to watch your step! Today could 
make or break us for the rest of our lives. You know better than ... 
blah blah blah ...” 

The tirade didn’t stop until Mabel swept out of the bathroom 
looking just like she had the day before. Hank carefully looked her 
up and down, picked a piece of lint off her lapel and nodded his 
approval before sliding past her, still in his bathrobe, to begin his 
own journey toward respectability. 

“T sponged off in drinking water and baby wipes,” she said. “You 
can still have a longer shower.” 

Hank was visibly relieved. He returned to kiss her on the fore- 
head, and then apologized for his angry words as he swept into the 
bathroom. Before closing the door he paused and turned to Mabel. 

“Our helicopter will be here in an hour and a half. If today goes 
well, we can ask for anything and get it,” he said definitively. 
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“And if it doesn’t we’re both toast, from a middle class per- 
spective,” Mabel thought. She knew this meant a lot to Hank and 
decided to say as little as possible for at least one day. None the 
less, she spent the time that Hank was in the bathroom making sure 
that she would not leave behind any of her smaller electronics, or 
her precious notebook. 

“What a drag that only women’s casual clothes sport big pock- 
ets,” she thought as she examined the pile of indispensables gathered 
on her bed. A big purse would have to do. 

When Hank emerged an hour later looking dapper, Mabel’s first 
words to him clearly pleased him. 

“T need a great big purse to match my shoes.” 

Hank immediately photographed the shoes and ordered down 
for the largest, most stylish, most matching purse they had. Ten 
minutes later Mabel was sorting the pile of electronics from her bed 
into the most grotesque handbag she had ever seen. 

Except for its poor design this purse could double as an overnight 
bag. A plethora of pockets within pockets, inside and out, were 
apparently intended to help a woman organize everything she might 
need in a day. Some of them were even sized and labeled: 

“YOUTH-STAY LIPSTICK” 

“YOUTH-STAY POWDER” 

“YOUTH-STAY CONCEALER” 

“YOUTH-STAY EYELINER” 

“XENIDRENE” 

“PROZAC” 

“SLEEP TIGHT” 

While at Sonatto headquarters, Mabel had learned that “Youth- 
Stay” was one of the company’s subsidiaries. That was no surprise 
since most businesses, even competing ones, appeared to be owned 
by Sonatto. 

The pockets could also be re-purposed for packets of spirulina 
and small electronics such as microphones, microphone detectors, 
cameras and recording devices. There was a pouch just right for 
hair spray on the side, that could hold a water bottle. Awkward and 
inconvenient as Mabel found it to carry a purse, she decided to like 
this black, cavernous, frilly, synthetic leather monster. If it went out 
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of style, she would cut off the frills and use it for an overnight bag, 
or something. 

There was no time to properly organize the pockets now, how- 
ever. Time was of the essence. Hank and Mabel had to make it to 
the highest level in the building that could be accessed by public el- 
evator, to the platform just before the servant quarters, where their 
helicopter would receive them. 

Mabel was just forcing the zipper of the purse over its bulging 
contents when they received notice that their helicopter had arrived. 
Still struggling with the zipper she allowed Hank to pull her out 
the door and into the elevator. While Hank fidgeted with nothing 
in particular she managed to sort a couple of items into the outer 
pouches, making room for the purse to close. 

“I’m sure I'll like this thing once I get to know it,” she said. 

Hank forced a nervous smile. This really was very important to 
him but Mabel refused to catch his agitation. Instead, when the 
elevator doors opened she took a moment to sling the purse casually 
over her shoulder and strolled leisurely toward the helicopter. Hank 
followed her pace this time, not wanting to appear to be as nervous 
as he felt. 

Once inside, the copter-driver invited them to relax with a drink 
from the bar. Hank explained that for the ancestors of the gentle- 
people they would be visiting, business was always conducted with 
drink in hand. It would help to build trust if they had begun the 
process prior to landing. 

With only moments to spare before they were transported to 
the top of a near-by building, Hank immediately set to work. He 
poured two glasses of the finest synthehol, chugged half of Mabel’s 
and handed it to her. Then he chugged half of his own so that they 
would make the right impression as they disembarked. 

“Carry your glass out with you in your left hand, take a sip 
as you reach the ground and look very happy,” an already more 
relaxed Hank whispered to Mabel. “My guess is that their family 
was originally from Taiwan.” 

and that had to do for an explanation, because they were 
already landing. 

Mabel did as Hank instructed. She was not ignorant of Taiwanese 
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traditions. 

“It was my understanding that you didn’t have to start drinking 
until the business meeting started,” she whispered back. 

“Rituals evolve,” Hank responded. 

An hour after take-off they were on the landing pad where ser- 
vants greeted them and relieved them of their half-filled glasses. This 
made Mabel wonder what the purpose of having the drinks really 
was. She took Hank’s arm so that they would be close enough to 
hear one another while speaking softly. Hank leaned toward her and 
explained that they would have been seen on a screen debarking and 
their willingness to let go of what was left in their glasses was also 
important. 

“You want to give the impression that you live well all the time,” 
he concluded. 

“Or at least pretentiously,” Mabel mumbled back. 

Hank smiled, kissed her ear and whispered, 

“Try to behave.” 
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The real gatekeepers 


ANK and Mabel were ushered into a magnificent room with pink 
taffeta curtains, powder blue walls and plush, inviting, ma- 
roon furniture. An enormous, Persian carpet covered most of the 
mahogany floor, picking up the colours of the wall, furniture and 
curtains in its ornate design. Splashes of mahogany, mint and forest 
green framed the border of the carpet in a lotus pattern that, oddly, 
did not clash with the larger, more rounded floral pattern that filled 
the centre. 

From a couch in a cozy corner of the room a couple rose to greet 
them. To Mabel, they could have been any of the upper class visitors 
to the ground of whom she had seen pictures - willowy figures with 
long, wavy, blond hair and blue eyes. A closer look at their facial 
features suggested that they may indeed have been of Chinese origin 
but it was impossible to say for sure. 

The man wore a silk, casual-dressy, cream shirt and burgundy, 
plaid vest with tight, black silk pants. A gold chain arced from vest 
pocket to button hole. His shoulder-length, blond hair floated about 
his face like a golden halo. 

His wife wore a cream silk, peasant blouse embroidered in bur- 
gundy, royal blue and gold, tucked into black, silk harem pants with 
a wide belt that sported a solid gold buckle. Her shoes looked im- 
possibly uncomfortable, narrowing from stiletto heel to a point that 
curled up and over the foot. From the top of each toe-curl hung a 
little, golden bell that really tinkled. 
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“It’s like belling the cat,” thought Mabel, but she said nothing. 

Her eyes kept returning to the opulent jewelery around the neck 
of her hostess. A lacy pattern of gold, pearls and diamonds dis- 
appeared into the opening of her peasant blouse. From her ears 
swung perfectly coordinated tassels of gold, diamonds and pearls, 
with some blue agate that matched one of the embroidered colours 
in her blouse. 

A golden braid woven into her long, blond hair twisted into a 
knot at the top of her head. From the centre of the knot flowed 
a silken ponytail that bobbed about her shoulders every time she 
moved her head. 

The man spoke first. 

“Hank! It’s good to meet you in person. My name is Wilbur and 
this is my wife, Meredith.” 

Now it was Hank’s turn. 

“The pleasure is mine, “he said, shaking Wilbur’s hand. “Please 
let me introduce Mabel, ...” 

“Mabel! What a lovely name, and I Loooove your purse!” Mered- 
ith interrupted, reaching for both of Mabel’s hands. 

Both Hank and Mabel were relieved since neither knew what 
exactly to call their relationship. Friends with benefits? 

“Now, have a drink, dear,” said Meredith. 

Wilbur raised an eyebrow at his wife, immediately rendering her 
silent. 

They seated themselves around a mahogany coffee-table where a 
crystal decanter filled with synthetic brandy and four gold-rimmed, 
crystal goblets beconed. Mabel followed Meredith’s lead, sipping her 
brandy demurely while the men gulped and bonded over small talk. 

Growing ever more boisterous, Wilbur wanted to show off the 
features of the room. “Push this button and the walls become trans- 
parent from the inside. Push another button and this wall becomes 
transparent. Push yet another button and a movie is shown - but 
not now. We have to talk business. Push another button and the 
room is full of valuable art that actually looks like it’s hanging on 
the walls ...” 

“Push another button and you make drunken men go away,” Ma- 
bel thought to herself. 


118 


CHAPTER 27. THE REAL GATEKEEPERS 





Mabel and Meredith exchanged glances and quiet small talk as 
the men grew more and more drunk, until finally Meredith found 
the courage to speak up again. 

“Oh, please can I take her to my little girl’s room?” 

By now the men felt that they were drunk enough to talk business 
and each for his own reasons did not want the women around for that 
part anyway. Wilbur conceded. 

Bored as she was, Mabel wasn’t sure that she wanted to go to a 
little girl’s room. However, permission was granted and it was good 
to stretch her legs. As she rose to leave, Mabel saw Hank turn away 
and stifle a snicker. 

“Oh, here dear. Don’t forget this,” said Meredith. She pushed 
Mabel’s nearly-full brandy snifter into her hands. 

Meredith lead Mabel toward one of the blank walls and reached 
into the pocket of her harem pants. (What magnificent pockets! 
Mabel made a mental note to get some harem pants if she could 
find them anywhere.) A door-hole opened into what looked like 
another similar-sized drawing room decorated in blacks, grays and 
whites. The only coloured objects in the room were bouquets of 
fresh, multicoloured flowers placed at one-meter intervals around 
the room. The smell was exquisite. 

As they passed through the opening, Mabel heard Wilbur say 
something about his wife taking to Hank’s wife and that being a 
good sign for the project. 

“She has a sixth sense about people,” he said. 

Mabel smirked, imagining the emotional response that statement 
might inspire in Hank. 

Then the door closed, blocking out all sound from the adjoining 
room. Alone at last with Mabel, Meredith’s countenance changed 
from that of a simpering southern belle to something Mabel could 
relate to. 

“Just follow me and don’t say a word until we get there, OK?” 

Meredith lead Mabel through another wall and into a wide hall- 
way. She stopped at the end of the hallway in front of the only 
obvious door along either wall. On the door a sign read, “Girls 
Only”. 

Mabel’s heart sank again at the prospect of spending even an- 
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other hour with this naive woman-child. She thought of Hank and 
decided to grin and bear it, but determined to return to Loon Cove 
as soon as the trip was over. 

It only got worse when Meredeth opened the door with her special 
key. 

The room was full of pink fuzzy bears and costumed dolls at vari- 
ous stages of production. In one corner stood a sewing machine that 
did everything but design the pattern. In another stood a knitting 
machine with a few strands of yarn tangled in its pins. A music 
centre, a media centre and shelves full of chick flicks told the rest of 
the story, at least the story that Meredith wanted to be told. 

Meredith closed a special wall opening over her pink door, trap- 
ping them together in the sound proof room. 

“Now we can talk. Can I trust you, Mabel?” 

Mabel shuddered at the prospect of what might happen if she 
proved untrustworthy to these people. 

“What do you want?” she replied. “Can I trust you not to tell me 
anything that might hurt me or Hank should someone think that we 
know? As for trusting me, I can see no reason why you shouldn’t, 
but then I don’t know everything you know.” 

Meredith sat on a fluffy, pink cushion and invited Mabel to do 
the same. 

“It’s already too late for that. You and Hank are visiting with us 
and that can mean only one thing. You are involved in something 
that means that Wilbur needs eyes and bodies on the ground.” 

“Can’t your technology and your perpetual bird’s eye view do 
that?” asked Mabel. 

“It’s not about the ground dwellers or the middle classes,” Mered- 
ith retorted. “Of course, every business transaction that takes place 
on Earth’s surface is controlled from somewhere in the sky, as you 
suggest. The problem is more about a gradual disintegration of ev- 
erything that is taking place all around us and at all levels of society, 
including here. You must realize that we are caught in it too. The 
corporate machine has no soul.” 

Mabel leaned forward with interest despite herself, despite her 
best intentions to help Hank this one more time. 

“Day Ola 
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The luxury crowd 


EREDITH got right to the point. 

tHave you ever heard of the Drone Games?” 

Mabel had, of course. Who hadn’t? This was state-of-the-art 
warfare. Drone stations were generally located in isolated places so 
that large city centres that contained lots of sky dwellers would not 
be hit by preemptive strikes. Proxy wars popped up again and again, 
though the elite had an unwritten code not to strike directly at one 
another. Some still even played ancient war games, manipulating 
the restless and powerless youth of their under classes into fighting 
one another. These bloody battles took place all over the world, but 
by far the most devastating were the drone games. 

Sadly, smaller populations might be collateral damage should the 
wealthy from one location in the world discover the location of an 
adjacent drone station. Boom times created for smaller communities 
by building and such stations were always short lived. Then there 
was always the danger that powerful people might dispatch a fleet 
of drones to destroy the base and its surrounding area. 

The city was the safest environment in which to live, especially 
if you could make yourself indispensable in some way to the ruling 
elite. For bored upper class citizens it just a big, bloody, global chess 
game. 

Meredith began, 

“Loon Cove is one of the few places left on Earth that could clean 
its own environment over a few generations, if left alone. As we 
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speak, the extinct bird that is its name sake has been successfully 
created, using frozen DNA and chickens. There is evidence that 
the water table, which disappeared deep into the earth as a result 
of fracking in the mid 2020s, is slowly rising toward the surface. 
Sometimes that water is very hot. However, geologists think that 
the area could actually recover, to some degree, from its industrial 
past. They say that it could only happen if we leave it alone.” 

Mabel remembered a conspiracy theorist’s rant in the local news 
rag. This person believed that Loons were too bizarre a bird to 
have ever existed and that the government was just using the idea 
of strange animals to distract from real issues like food and water 
shortages. She could just imagine the turn their thinking might take 
if the birds started showing up in Loon Cove. 

Meredith cleared her throat and continued. 

“Loon Cove is also a special district, which means that the owner 
of the store may often be the only voting member on the Board,” 
She paused for a moment as if collecting her thoughts again. 

“.. and this brings me to the real issue. Right now Loon Cove 
is being considered as the location for the next drone base,” she 
continued. “There are several ways in which this could retard or 
destroy any chance of environmental restoration in the area, not 
the least of them being the destruction of the area by an adversary 
once drone activity has been detected. Our secret women’s society 
is doing its utmost to ensure that no drones or factories ever invade 
Loon Cove. 

“Our husbands are unaware of the scope of the women’s society, 
or that we sometimes work against their interests. As you may 
have noticed, upper class women have no power beyond their buying 
power. We get expensive trinkets and health care. We have good 
teeth. We get to stay young. It’s not such a bad deal in some ways, 
but that’s the extent of our power. 

“I’m 80 years old,” she concluded proudly. 

She looked about 30. 

“Continue,” Mabel responded, trying not to sound too annoyed. 

“Well, a select group of women whom we can trust has saved a 
small sum of our respective entertainment budgets and placed an 
anonymous bid on the General Store in Loon Cove. It was the only 
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bid, so it was allowed as long as it was accompanied by a down 
payment. It can’t stay anonymous forever. 

The store’s owner is unaware that the town could be on the verge 
of a boom and has decided to unload it. We must lay low, but we’d 
like it to go through with the sale in your name if you are willing.” 

Mabel looked puzzled. 

“And my extended role? What am I supposed to do with a store 
that doesn’t make any money?” 

“As a business owner you will have a voice and a vote on the town 
council. The town council consists of only a handful of people, two 
of whom might be influenced with the right bribes. We’ll see that on 
paper your store breaks even, if you’re willing to be the struggling 
middle class person who runs it. 

Meredith scrutinized Mabel, as if sizing her up, and continued: 

“It won’t seem out of place for you to have used some of the 
money you made while away with Hank to buy a store in your home 
town.” 

Mabel’s eyes brightened at the prospect of intrigue. 

Meredith paused again to collect herself. A shadow crossed her 
eyes and for a moment the flawless skin of her brow creased. 

“There is one other thing,” she said sternly, leaning closer to 
Mabel as if someone may hear. 

“My daughter from Toronto has gone missing after years in a 
troubled marriage. Cassandra confided in me a lot. Not all cloud- 
dwelling husbands are kind. She would show up with bruises some- 
times. At last she decided to take it no more. She started visiting 
the surface more and more frequently and for longer periods of time. 
We haven’t seen her for months. It is unlikely that she is still alive. 
Sky dwellers don’t expect to last long on the ground. For better or 
worse, I need to know what happened to her. 

“Her ex spends a lot more time down there since she left. He 
may know something but he’d never tell. It’s because he continues 
to stalk that I can hope that she is still alive. It means that he hasn’t 
found her ... or her body. 

“Her two adult daughters have gone looking for her on many oc- 
casions but if they’ve seen her they refuse to talk about it even to 
their father. She would be smart enough not to tell them where she 
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was really staying anyway, if she is still alive, so as not to inadver- 
tently get the girls in trouble. She used to spend a lot of time at a 
place called “Café Libra”. That’s where she met her daughters, at 
least once that I’m aware of.” 

Mabel remembered a wispy, coughing figure that struggled out 
to his helicopter the first time she visited Café Libra. 

“Rumor has it that she got a little too close to the ground dwellers 
in Toronto’s underground and just disappeared. I have to know what 
happened to her. Her name is Cassandra. When you go back to 
Toronto, would you please see what you can find out?” 

“Is her husband obsessed?” Mabel asked. “Why doesn’t he let 
her go?” 

“Lots of reasons,” said Meredith. “He doesn’t take kindly to losing 
his possessions and he sees her as a possession. Also she is one of 
the few cloud dwellers who was willing to have children. She could 
still have a son for him. The daughters are both sterile. 

“Right now if Cassandra had a child it would mean status for 
him, an anchor for her and an opportunity for his family to take over 
Wilbur’s business someday. The aristocracy is dying out, despite an 
average lifespan of over 150 years. 

“Cassandra knows that people would side with her ex. They 
already consider her to be crazy for leaving such a seemingly kind 
man. 

“You may know him as Yeshua.” 

Mabel did indeed know that name. Many of her letters had 
focused on supporting his anti war-machine efforts. 

Meredith continued, “That man is as charming as a snake, but 
his only love is for power. Many times he has tried to take over my 
husband’s business, ever so amicably. When he’s not trying to take 
over the business he’s war-mongering. My husband is a good and 
clever man, and competitive. Most men see business as a kind of 
strategy game. When Wilbur didn’t give in to either increased war 
efforts, or bringing Yeshua into the business, Yeshua lost face. Oh, 
he controlled his anger afterwards, but he’s not done. 

“Then he started to woo my daughter. Wilbur thought Cassan- 
dra’s infatuation was a passing phase. She was such a beautiful little 
thing, friendly and fond of fashion. 
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“In the end, Wilbur allowed the marriage despite the age differ- 
ence, believing that their union would lay to rest what had become 
a bitter territorial competition between Yeshua and himself. He be- 
lieved that Cassandra would outlive Yeshua anyway and go on to 
marry again, and his military holdings would still go to someone 
more deserving. 

“As the marriage progressed, however, I watched the light fade 
from Cassandra’s eyes. Yeshua used his money to control her. Sur- 
rounded by luxury, she was pining away in a prison of poverty. 

“Cassandra shouldered all of the responsibility for her daughters, 
who in the end took her for granted, as all children do. Meanwhile, 
Yeshua, formerly Al Slezvedro, was willing to hurt his own daughters 
as long as it hurt Cassandra and made more thankless work for her. 
He would show up in his daughters’ lives just long enough to wow 
them with privileges they should have had all along anyway. He 
might take the girls to the mountains or to an ocean for a month- 
long trip while Cassandra scrambled to ensure that they would have 
the best education when they got back. They would come back 
uninterested in the more self-directed future she had laid out for 
them, and they were clearly bored by her weariness and her depressed 
demeanor. 

“And now she’s gone.” Meredith released a sob, then quickly 
collected herself before continuing. 

“Cassandra’s two daughters are in their early 20s now but they 
are far more interested in partying than in their own futures. Yeshua 
sometimes recruits them in his quest to find Cassandra. He can be 
subtle. They unwittingly comply. That’s how he discovered that she 
spent a lot of time at Café Libra, where she might occasionally see 
her daughters. 

A mother’s guilt is a powerful thing. 

“There is something else Yeshua doesn’t doesn’t want to admit,” 
Meredith continued. “Cassandra is a clone carrying only my DNA. 
It’s a lot easier and more effective to clone women. Wilbur had 
originally hoped that Cassandra might at least marry a responsible 
young man who could then take over the business. 

Of course, as my clone she doesn’t ensure Yeshua’s right to 
Wilbur’s business anyway. That’s why he wanted to have children. 
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“.. And I’d hate to think of what might happen to Cassandra’s 
money, or her daughters’ lives, if it were to become common knowl- 
edge that Cassandra’s daughters are also clones. I believe that he 
would kill them. 

“I’m afraid for their lives. ... so, will you help me?” 

“T’ll do what I can,” said Mabel. 

Meredith fell into Mabel’s arms, sobbing, then, just as suddenly 
pulled away. 

“T can’t look like I’ve been crying, and you can’t look like we 
haven’t had a good time,” she said. 

Meredith reached into a pink and blue dresser and pulled out a 
pair of harem pants and a belt almost identical to her own. She 
rummaged around until she found an embroidered blouse to go with 
them. 

“Put these on,” she said, “quickly! He never leaves me alone 
for long with my friends, and especially with your reputation for 
outspokenness we'll have to look the part.” 

Meredith added that Mabel could keep the clothes as a gift of 
friendship. 





Mabel obeyed her new friend. The clothes fit her well enough 
and the stupid shoes were surprisingly comfortable once she picked 
off the heels. 

Then Meredith insisted on applying make-up all over Mabel’s 
face, including some wrinkle-away and age spot remover. She pulled 
Mabel’s hair up into a stylish, head-top pony tail and sprayed it 
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with hot pink, soak-in hair dye. She finished the look with a gaudy 
necklace that picked up some of the colours in the blouse and a pair 
of clip-on, pearl earrings that, surprisingly, didn’t hurt Mabel’s ears. 

“... and don’t forget to ask me later about my favorite plastic 
surgeon,” Meredith babbled. “He could do wonders with your nose.” 

She didn’t give Mabel time to respond. 

“This is what we were doing in here all this time,” Meredith said 
sternly, with a look that meant business. 

“Now Ill go to my husband and get him to extend your stay. ... 
You haven’t even seen the Perrier pool yet!” she added glibly with 
a limp-wristed swish of her hand, getting back into role. 

With that Meredith pulled a disapproving Mabel away from the 
mirror and they hurried to the lounge to rejoin their men. 

Hank stared at Mabel and stifled a laugh as Mabel and Meredith 
tinkled into the room in their stylish shoes and matching outfits. 
Mabel glared back. 

“Wait here,” hissed Meredith, leaving Mabel just inside the wall 
as it closed behind her. 

Meredith sweetly approached her husband, touching his shoulder, 
smiling, laughing and chatting. 

A few minutes later a stunned Hank was refilling Mabel’s glass 
and accepting an invitation to stay for dinner with his “fiancée”. 
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INNER was a predictably sumptuous affair, which Mabel at- 
tended with as much dignity as she could muster given that 

she thought she looked ridiculous. Meredith giggled and chatted ex- 
citedly about how much fun she and Mabel would have, if only Hank 
and Mabel could stay an extra day. 

Wilbur turned his smile on Hank. 

“You see who the real boss is here? Hank, what do you think? 
Will you stay for a few days?” 

Hank looked stunned. 

“If it doesn’t interfere with our business, we’d be happy to,” he 
said, casting a puzzled look at Mabel. 

“Then it’s settled. The guest suite is already prepared for tonight. 
T’ll tell Albert to extend our hospitality for a few extra days.” 

Wilbur pressed a button and requested that fresh flowers and a 
selection of movies be sent suite 205, and that the rooms be updated 
for an extended visit. 

“What kind of movies do you like?” he asked Hank, pressing the 
pause button. 

Hank looked at Mabel, who was more than happy to answer. 

“Old classics, comedies of error and science documentaries,” she 
said, smiling at Hank. She knew Hank’s passion for old movies. 

Wilbur winked at Hank and relayed the selection to the servant 
at the other end of the intercom before returning to his roasted quail 
and caviar. 
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After dinner they enjoyed a tour of the balconies. 

Mabel couldn’t help noticing that Hank’s clothes, once perfectly 
tailored, seemed looser on him as he strode gracefully toward one of 
the glass elevators on the perimeter of the building. He really had 
lost a little weight during the past few weeks. 

The balconies that surrounded the top floor were their own little 
bio-domes. One even boasted a zoo of custom animals, including 
extinct species re-introduced through genetic manipulation. 

Cobbled paths wound their way through waterfalls and fresh flow- 
ers. A story below, you could see the vegetable gardens and crystal 
pools full of fish that supplied their hosts’ extravagant meals. Chick- 
ens rummaged in the gardens, playing their role in the ecosystem and 
producing eggs, before becoming food themselves. 





Wilbur explained that cloud people worldwide all knew one- 
another. The gardens were necessary not only to grow specialty 
foods but for the entertainment of diplomats, corporate heads of 
state and other leaders worldwide. Even the vegetable gardens were 
themed and might be part of a tour for a visiting diplomat. 

Hand-picked servants maintained not only the gardens but every 
aspect of this mansion in the sky. They lived on site and had to 
pledge an oath never to leave the building. It was a small price to 
pay for always being well fed and hydrated. 

Next Hank and Mabel were shown the Perrier pool, modeled after 
the Perrier springs in France. It contained real rocks and Perrier 
water, though carbonation had to be artificially added after shipping. 
Meredith promised to take Mabel there to bathe in the morning. 
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“And now, Albert will show you to your suite,” Wilbur said, 
abruptly concluding the tour. “Albert is a robot, though you wouldn’t 
guess from looking at him. Most sky dwellers have a trusted robot 
or two helping in the home.” Wilbur smiled patronizingly. “Albert 
and his kind are probably more intelligent than any human being 
alive, and they are programmed to be much more trustworthy.” 

Albert was the butler who had met them at the launch pad. Now 
he would guide them through a maze of walls and halls to a beautiful 
apartment with a sunken, granite whirlpool bath set into a pastel 
peach living room, and a red-and-white country themed kitchenette. 
The bedroom, decorated in soft blues and greens, was enormous, 
with a massive air bed and two en-suite bathrooms. 

The clothes Mabel had discarded in Meredith’s Little Girl’s Room 
already hung neatly in one of the large, walk-in closets. Her new 
matching shoes and purse rested on the floor. Their empty suitcases 
had been slipped under the bed, with all laundry washed, pressed 
and folded into the drawers of an elegant dresser that stood at the 
end of the bed. 

“Do they come in and dress us too?” Mabel wondered out loud. 

The blue, en-suite cabinet was full of men’s toiletries, including 
a new bottle of Hank’s usual shaving lotion, a fresh pump bottle of 
“Keep it Up,” and a fresh bottle of snore-away. 

Mabel’s pink bathroom was stocked with anti-aging products, 
many of which she had never seen before, and a note in Meredith’s 
handwriting, 

“Take everything with you when you go.” 

As Mabel and Hank explored their new environment, a voice at 
the door broke the silence. 

“Ahem. If you need anything, anything at all, my number on the 
intercom is 22,” said Albert, gesturing toward an intercom beside the 
door way in which he was standing. “There are a variety of synthehol 
products in the kitchen, and breakfast is served at 9.” 

“T do have a question,” said Mabel. “How do we open the wall 
when it’s time to go out?” 

Albert’s face remained expressionless. 

“You call me.” 

With that he turned on his heel. The wall closed behind him 
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as he started to leave, but almost immediately opened again. This 
time Meredith stood in the doorway, breathless and holding two 
small devices. 

“Albert, how can you be so insensitive,” she scolded. “These are 
not foreign visitors intent on sabotage!” 

“Here, dear,” she said pushing a remote into Mabel’s hand. “The 
same button opens and closes the door.” 

Then she handed one to Hank, smiled and quickly stepped out 
into the hall. 

Albert waited until she was gone and, bowing, said, 

“Apologies,” before making a dignified exit. 

At last alone, Hank and Mabel would have some time to debrief. 
Mabel insisted on washing her face first and removing all bling and 
those ridiculous shoes, but Hank couldn’t wait. 

“T don’t know how you did it, but tonight you have made my 
career,” he said, face pressed against her bathroom door. “NO one 
at my level, let alone yours, gets to stay in a diplomatic suite for 
more than one night ... and you did it!” 

Mabel popped her dripping head out of the door. 

“Tt’s your adventures I’m most interested in now. All I did was 
play along with a new friend. I like her. What happened in your 
meeting?” 

“Once again, you won’t approve. Wilbur’s family made their 
money using prison labour to build military installations. Wilbur 
took the business over when his father died - at the age of 150, by 
the way. He planned to make some changes when he took over but it 
became clear that his lifestyle depended on it. Anyway, if he didn’t 
keep up status quo some other competitor would move in and take 
over. The structure was there and his life was entangled in it. Don’t 
get me wrong. I wouldn’t want to cross him. With the stroke of 
a pen a man like Wilbur could destroy your life. It’s just that he 
usually has more important things to do. 

“T think the man has a good heart. He’s just caught like the rest 
of us. 

“My part in all of this is to help him to undermine a competitor. 
We're pawns, Mabel, but then we both knew that before we came. 

“And the name of that competitor is ...?” Mabel asked. 
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“You won’t like this either,” said Hank. “His name is Yeshua and 
he controls water distribution for most of the country. Apparently 
Yeshua is just the name he gave himself after his father died. He was 
Christened “Al” but he said that his grief at his father’s death was 
so profound that he wanted to change everything ... new name, new 
life. There were rumors in the beginning that he was responsible for 
his father’s death but he showed such grief at the funeral and for 
such a long time after that everyone discounted them. 

“Wilbur says that sharing this technology around is just a little 
friendly competition between colleagues. He has told his colleagues 
that our presence here is just to thank me for work above and beyond 
the call of duty, the highest honor that can be paid to a middle class 
person. 

“From now on I can do no wrong, Mabel. That we’re here means 
that in the eyes of everyone who matters I’m set for life, and so are 
you if you stay with me. After this I can work anywhere I want.” 

“In any position below the glass ceiling,’ Mabel couldn’t help 
adding. Then wishing not to deflate him she said, 

“IT am happy for you; please know that.” 
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Dropping the veil 


ANK and Mabel sat soaking in the lotus-scented hot tub, gazing 
H up at a sky-dome full of stars. The view included shooting stars 
and a magnificent view of the milky way, captured in real time by 
cameras at the top of the building. Both the bedroom and the living 
room had this feature. The seductive opulence of their suite had 
trumped any self-consciousness that might arise from showing their 
aging, naked bodies to one another. 





“You know, when we leave here I won’t be able to keep you in the 
manner to which you have recently become accustomed to living,” 
Hank joked dryly. 
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“You are the one with the addictive personality,” Mabel responded. 

“And now I’m addicted to you.” Hank smiled as if to acknowledge 
that what he had just said was a bit cheesy. Then he added, “You’re 
the one who won’t let her guard down for a moment, but I love you 
anyway.” 

“T still don’t believe that’s why you hired me,” said Mabel. “There’s 
something else you’re not telling me.” 

Hank slid his body against hers in the swirling water. 

“Try to enjoy the moment,” he said. “As you used to be fond of 
reminding me, it’s all we have. Anyway, I think I’ve told you all that 
I can.” 

With her own secrets to keep from Hank, Mabel was reluctant 
to press the issue. Buoyed by the water, she slid her body across his 
to sit on his knee and leaned back against his shoulder so that they 
could watch the stars cheek to cheek. Before long they were lying 
hand in hand on the air bed, still naked and stargazing, having made 
absolute teenagers of themselves both inside and out of the hot tub. 

“What made you change your mind, Mabel,?” Hank asked softly, 
“’.. Imean, about us.” 

“.. Must have been the marijuana,” she cooed. 

“You got your hands on some marijuana?” 

“No. You put THC in my tea once.” 

“Seriously?” 

“No.” 

“Well, what then?” 

“Maybe I’ve gone over to the other side.” 

“Don’t deflect.” 

Mabel thought the conversation was spoiling the mood. Wasn’t 
it obvious that things had started to go well between them? Did 
he really need to quantify it? But Hank persisted. He let go of her 
hand and rolled on his side to face her. 

“You know, you’re going to have to marry me now.” 

Couldn’t he just let it be something special between them? 

“Hank, at the risk of sounding corny, my heart has always been 
yours. However, as you already know I’m not a fan of marriage.” 

“It’s just a commitment between two people who love each other. 
Do you love me?” he persisted. 
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Mabel rolled over to face him, caressed his cheek and looked into 
his eyes. 

“ .. far too much to ruin it with marriage.” she said. “It’s enough 
that everyone already treats us as though we were married.” 

Hank rolled off the bed and walked to the end of the room to 
adjust the TV screen suspended from the ceiling. He looked so 
different without his clothes. The thickness of his long legs made 
him look shorter than he was, a flaw he was able to correct with well- 
tailored clothing. A large roll of fat at the back of the neck gave the 
appearance of shoulders sloping forward. When he turned toward the 
bed, having corrected the angle of the screen, his genitalia almost 
completely disappeared under an enormous, hairy stomach. Had 
they not performed the feat multiple times she might have imagined 
sex with him to be impossible. Even so, the smell of his shaving 
lotion and the sight of his naked, male body turned her on. 

“So, say it then,” he said, returning to the bed. The bed heaved 
as he rolled back on, sending Mabel up on a burst of air from inside 
the mattress. “Look me in the eye and tell me you love me.” 





Mabel sighed an exasperated sigh. 

“IT do love you,” she said. “I loved you when we were together 
years ago, though in a more naive way, and I never stopped loving 
you in other ways, and it continues to evolve.” 

Hank smiled and pulled her close. 
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“Well, that will have to do,” he said. “It’s a little analytical but 
not bad for a woman who hasn’t a romantic bone in her body. I love 
you too.” 

But Mabel’s mind had already snapped to another issue. 

“Has it occurred to you that if cameras linked to the outside are 
projecting a realistic, live view of the sky inward toward us, we may 
also be being watched by unseen cameras, or at least recorded?” 

Hank propped himself up on one elbow and looked at her. 

“Do you think our gracious hosts are voyeurs? Why would you 
think they have nothing better to do than to watch a couple of old 
people make out? My guess is that there are cameras but for us they 
would be turned off. They’d probably be too grossed out to watch, 
anyway. A closeted gay diplomat from a country that oppresses gays, 
on the other hand, may not be so lucky.” 

“If in their eyes we slip up, Hank, our pictures could be used 
against you in some way. I would just go back to crazy old lady 
status. It would be more of a problem for you than for me, but you 
trust these people, don’t you? You trust the system ...” 

Hank cracked a sardonic smile. 

“Acting normal in and around a hot tub with my fiancée might 
even help to launder my past. I was an alcoholic, remember? [’m 
sure that if they want to dig up dirt on me they won’t have to dig 
too deep.” 

“T wonder if they put sex hormones into the pool water,” Mabel 
mused. 

“Just enjoy yourself, Mabel. We have lucked into the chance of a 
lifetime,” Hank laughed. 

But Mabel felt restless. Something about it all seemed too good 
to be true. 
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ANK, who seemed to be able to fall asleep anywhere at any time, 
H rumbled contentedly in front of an ancient, colourized television 
show he’d selected for his evening entertainment. Mabel hadn’t yet 
adapted to Eastern Standard Time so she decided to take a walk. 

She slipped into the outfit Meredith had provided, except for the 
shoes, and dug her hand deep into the pocket of her harem pants 
where she’d placed the remote. 

The wall by the butler’s call button opened soundlessly to the 
lightest touch on the device, and she stepped out into the hall. 

There was no light source in the hall, but light seemed to emanate 
from all of the walls and the floor. This was a little disorienting since 
it gave everything the same pale, blue colouring. A slightly darker 
white line along the middle of the floor served as a guideline for when 
the corridor was bending, which could be helpful if you knew where 
you were going. To make matters worse, Mabel’s remote had only 
one button that opened only one door. They really were prisoners 
in that room until their gentle captors should decide otherwise. 

Suddenly a voice behind her caused her to jump. 

“May I help you?” 

Mabel spun around to face Albert, who seemed to have appeared 
from nowhere. Almost immediately, from around a corner, just me- 
ters behind him, Meredith tinkled quickly toward them. 

“It’s all right, Albert,” Meredith said, breathless. “I told Mabel 
we could get together this evening and to meet me in the hall so as 
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not to disturb Hank, isn’t that right Mabel dear?” 

She turned to Mabel with a stern look. 

Mabel’s face remained impassive. “What kept you?” she asked 
flatly. 

Meredith relaxed. 

“Albert, I’ve told Wilbur that [’ll be showing Mabel how to make 
a bear for an hour or so. In a couple of hours you can walk her back 
to her room.” 

She turned to Mabel and took her arm. Glancing over her shoul- 
der she lead Mabel away from Albert. 

“Come along dear. You are going to make a bear that you will 
proudly take with you wherever you go.” 

A few walls and halls later Mabel sat again in Meredith’s small 
room full of pink, fluffy things. 

“OK,” she breathed, guiding Mabel to a seat amid various-sized 
bears in varying stages of completion. She pulled a chair close and 
pushed some fluffy pieces of peach fabric into Mabel’s hands. 

“I’m supposed to have already worked on this, right?” said Mabel. 
The bear was nearly complete. 

“T think you know what happens next,” said Meredith. “This is 
as good a time as any to give you some of the tools you will need.” 

Meredith reached into her pocket and came up with three packets 
of micro electronics. It wasn’t necessary to lower their voices in 
Meredith’s little room but she leaned forward anyway and stage- 
whispered, conspiratorially, 

“Stuffed bears are the way in which we share technology and 
information in our group - kind of a sneaker-net.” 
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Meredith carefully rolled a packet of plastic and electronics into 
some stuffing and folded it into the tiny bear. 

“Pin this together, now, and be seen sewing it up the next time 
we are sitting in front of everyone. I give bear workshops. I hold 
international stuffed bear conventions. I’m considered to be a bear 
fanatic. No one suspects an airhead of doing anything important 
so it’s the perfect cover. The bears are the perfect place to share 
little bits of targeted technology and information outside accepted 
channels. It means I have to make lots of bears, but that’s a small 
price to pay. 

“Wilbur knows there are things inside them. He believes me 
when I tell him that it’s music and girlie communication and he’s 
seen enough of that not to want to poke around. He loves and trusts 
me. I love him too, but as you obviously know there are few outlets 
for women who need to make a positive difference in this world.” 

With detection equipment pervasive at all levels of society, Mabel 
doubted the efficacy of the plan. Meredith read her mind. 

“Of course, one must be careful about what one places into a 
bear. Some types of receivers will be detected unless accompanied by 
specific anti-detection equipment, for example. ... and everything is 
in “bear” code so that it all sounds like a bunch of air heads discussing 
their craft.” 

“Don’t worry. You control whether or not the receiver is on and 
whether or not it’s recording, or I do. It’s your job to leave bears 
around here and there, or give them out strategically.” 

“Or I could just never tell anyone we had this conversation,” said 
Mabel. 

Meredith produced a small remote with two panels of buttons. 

“The buttons on the right send discreet information to me should 
you wish to do so. The ones on the left are for you to control the 
electronics. Anything you say is automatically translated into bear- 
talk during the recording process, so don’t worry. 

“Now the ball is in your court. In the end ’m completely depen- 
dent on whether or not you choose to share this information.” 

Mabel did not respond; Meredith sat forward with new intensity. 

“Don’t you see? I’m making myself vulnerable here too,” she 
implored. 
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Meredith cleared her throat and continued, 

“It’s part of our tradition to send all guests away with gifts. Pll 
give you lots of harem pants and bears. Both are really great places 
to hide things. The fabric harem pants are made out of is cool in hot 
weather so you can wear them all the time. Don’t forget to check all 
the pockets when you get home.” 

To Meredith’s obvious relief, Mabel stuffed her pinned, unfinished 
bear into one pocket and the remote into the other. 





“You will also have to be the owner of Loon Cove Store,” said 
Meredith as she produced an electronic scroll from the drawer behind 
her. 

It was the deed to Loon Cove Store. 

“In an environment where political measurables dictate what peo- 
ple think, we also have to play the game. It’s kind of like teaching to 
the test, but this makes you more like one of the teachers than a stu- 
dent having to play along. If you are a business and property owner, 
you ... we ... can help to inform official conversational parameters. 

“You could sign remotely but it’s more secure this way.” 

Meredith cleared a patch of floor by pushing everything aside and 
spread the flexible, electronic document before Mabel. She produced 
an old fashioned, electronic pen and pushed it into Mabel’s hand. 
Mabel was already reading carefully. It was, indeed, the deed to the 
store, already signed by her former slum landlord. 

“How did you come to have this?” Mabel asked skeptically. 

“From now on the fewer questions you ask, the better off you'll 
be,” said Meredith. “The land, the store and the business will be 
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yours. There is no risk to you. Wilbur knows I ended up with that 
worthless little property when a friend bought it and in my name as 
a joke. It is more of a nuisance to hold on to it than it is to give it 
away. I would appreciate it if you told people that I sold it to you for 
a few thousand dollars. Otherwise it might be flagged as suspicious 
by the government.” 

As soon as her signature and thumb print were recorded, Mered- 
ith added her own signature and thumb print as a witness. Then 
she scooped up the document and started rolling it up. 

“Original copies are already being stored placed safety deposit 
boxes in Halifax, Toronto and Taiwan. One is being delivered to 
the building that is Loon Cove store and one will remain in my 
special room here. You can keep the original I am about to give you 
anywhere you think is safe. This deal cannot be reversed and with 
sO many secure copies it would be very hard for anyone to steal the 
deed and get away with it. An accountant friend of mine will see 
that you don’t pay taxes. 

“Remember your story. You saved money you made from the 
project you and Hank are working on and for sentimental reasons 
decided to buy the store.” 

With this Mabel also remembered that she had not yet received 
any of the money Hank had promised. Any personal financial free- 
dom had come from the black market in water. 

“.. and don’t marry Hank any time soon,” Meredith added. “As 
you know, if you marry Hank the law will allow him to take over 
your property. I don’t see a ring so when Hank calls you his fiancée 
I’m guessing that the engagement is his idea and you’re not in a 
hurry anyway.” 

Mabel hadn’t thought of a ring. At some point Hank would 
probably want to display one on her hand if they stayed together 
too long. 

“There is one more thing,” said Meredith, pulling out a tiny, 
bright fuchsia bear. “This one is for Cassandra if by some chance 
you find her alive. I need to hold on to hope that you will find her. 
Please keep it with you always. Give it only to her. She loved Café 
Libra. Spend as much time as you can there. They already know 
to charge my account for anything you order when you are there 
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alone.” 

“So, it was you ...,” Mabel began. 

“We have to go now, Mabel,” Meredith interrupted. “Don’t forget 
to sew your bear up in front of everyone when we sit down together 
as a group tomorrow, and try to stay in your suite as much as pos- 
sible while yow’re here. I’ve taken the liberty of having your laptop 
delivered to your room so that you won’t be bored.” 

With that the wall of Meredith’s little room opened up to reveal 
Albert waiting on the other side. Joining them in the hall, Meredith 
shoved some sewing supplies and other bear-related materials into 
Mabel’s pockets. 

As the door closed behind her, Albert gestured for Mabel to 
follow him. 

“What is it like ...?” Mabel began. 

“This way, ... this way,” Albert interrupted as he strode through 
the walls that opened before them. 

Then Albert abandoned her in the guest suite as the last wall 
slipped between them. 

Mabel’s sudden entry through the wall opening clearly startled 
Hank, who had been pacing in his burgundy dressing gown since he 
woke up from a cat-nap half an hour ago. 

“We agreed to leave a note, remember?” he said accusingly. 

“Tm sorry. Meredith wanted to show me some things. I guess I 
just forgot,” said Mabel, corroborating Meredith’s story. “Anyway, 
I’ve only been gone for 2 hours.” 

Hank’s countenance relaxed a little but his some annoyance lin- 
gered. 

Mabel glanced around the room looking for her laptop. 

“Could you be feeling what I felt whenever you left me somewhere 
to rush off to a meeting in a cab? I never knew where you were going 
or what I would do with the rest of my day. Often I didn’t even know 
where I’d been,” she said dismissively. 

Hank sighed, exasperated. 

“At least I knew what I was do ...” he began but stopped himself. 
“All right. You’ve been a great help on this trip and Meredith seems 
to like you. I’m just afraid that you’ll ... “ 

“That Dll blow it?” Mabel finished his sentence for him. 
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Hank sat down heavily in one of the over-stuffed chairs next to 
the hot tub. 

“Just try leaving a note the next time, OK?” he rumbled as Mabel 
swept past him into her room. She wasn’t angry. She was looking for 
her laptop, and there it was on her bedside table. They must have 
awakened Hank while delivering it. She could hear his passionless 
voice from the living room, 

“Yes, it arrived.” 

There would be no loving exchanges that night and Mabel spent 
much of their free time the following morning updating her notes, 
but their hosts never left them alone for very long either. The rest 
of the second day was filled with tours and sumptuous meals, ending 
with a helicopter ride around the bay. 

Once as they lifted off from the roof of the building, Meredith 
gripped Mabel’s arm and pointed to a bare depression in the rocks, 
dotted with patches of green and brown. 

The tent people had completely vacated their campground, leav- 
ing their gardens to the birds. Meredith found this unpredictable 
and disturbing. 

“They must have left during the night,” she said. “They’re early. 
They normally leave one day after the harvest. Harvest isn’t for 
another six weeks. Something isn’t right.” 

Mabel placed an empathetic hand over Meredith’s while Wilbur 
winked and smiled at Hank. The helicopter tilted and whisked its 
occupants up the shoreline. 
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Aftermath 


HE following morning was a whirlwind of activity, exploring lux- 
T urious toys along with their hosts and sampling exotic treats. 
In the afternoon they were left to themselves to enjoy, for one last 
time, the diplomatic suite. 

Hank appeared to have forgotten any indignation caused by Ma- 
bel’s unscheduled visit to Meredith’s bear room so they used the 
afternoon to make up for lost time in the hot tub and drank nearly 
all the synthehol in the fridge. Hank said it would be bad manners 
not to. 

Their hosts had to fly to Taiwan with their two grandchildren 
that evening, foregoing a final dinner together, so after lunch Wilbur 
gave Hank vouchers for dinner for two at Café Libra. He insisted 
that they be used right after touchdown. 

When the time came to part, to the surprise of both Hank and 
Wilbur, Mabel and Meredith exchanged sincere hugs and vowed to 
remain friends no matter what may separate them. Normally Wilbur 
would have seen this action as bordering on losing face, but he knew 
that Meredith understood the importance of Hank’s mission to de- 
liver the water technology into a competitor’s hands. 

It was also customary for guests and hosts to exchange gifts when 
they parted. Mabel received 10 nearly-completed bears, stuffing, six 
pair of harem pants with blouses to match, three sets of lingerie 
carefully chosen to minimize her figure flaws, a collection of small, 
electronic devices and a stack of water vouchers cached among a 
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plethora of beauty aids. Meredith knew all too well how valuable 
water vouchers could be on the black market. The extra beauty aids 
were Wilbur’s suggestion. 

In return Mabel gave Meredith some packets of spirulina and a 
polished pebble from Loon Cove that she had been carrying for good 
luck. 

Wilbur gifted Hank with diet pills, a certificate for three, expen- 
sive new suits by the best tailor in Toronto and a cash card with 
which he could draw out $500 a day for three weeks, from some 
offshore account, undetected. 

After fretting all night about what he might give Wilbur, Hank 
decided to give away his engraved, gold Rolex and an award he had 
always carried with him for being an upstanding citizen, presented 
years ago by Loon Cove’s three-man Town Council. 

The honeymoon was officially over. 

Everyone took with them memories of laughing together in the 
Perrier pool while bubbles rose and broke under their noses, their 
mirth at Hank’s shocked expression when Mabel pulled out a bear 
and started sewing it during after dinner aperitifs and, of course, the 
excellent cuisine. 

Mabel and Hank would never forget their time together in the 
luxury diplomatic suite and Wilbur and Meredith were visibly cheered 
by the fact that their respective coups would soon be carried out. 
But for Mabel and Meredith it meant more. They had shared a bond 
of friendship, creating loyalty between them that would last for the 
rest of their lives. 

As Hank and Mabel boarded the helicopter their luggage and 
gifts were loaded into a transport copter to be delivered to the time- 
share before they could return from Café Libra. 

Soon they were in the air, waving goodbye to their gracious hosts. 

Through the closed teeth of her smile, Mabel said, 

“You didn’t remind him of your heart condition. Make sure before 
you take them that those diet pills won’t have any adverse effects.” 

After that they did not speak at all as the helicopter made a 
swift bee-line for Café Libra. Two hours later Hank and Mabel were 
being lowered in a pod onto the lawn of Café Libra. 

A helicopter entrance to Café Libra was not unusual but it always 
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attracted some attention from the up and climbing middle classes. 
When Hank and Mabel stepped out of the pod looking refreshed, 
well dressed and younger than they had in years, the rumor mill 
started to churn. It would really start buzzing as soon as people 
who had seen their dramatic entry were within cell-phone activation 
distance of the premises. 

Once inside and seated, Mabel realized that for the first time 
since their three-day adventure she felt at peace. She cupped her 
hands around one of Hank’s, which was resting on the table. He 
covered hers with his remaining hand and smiled wearily. 

They said little during dinner. It would take a while for the 
events of the past few days to sink in. 

When their cab pulled up to the time-share after a modest meal 
at the Café, a small group of curiosity seekers from Sonatto had 
already assembled in the lobby to welcome Hank back. 

“We’re celebrities now,” he said under his breath to Mabel as 
they slid out of the cab. “Act dignified and slip your hand through 
my arm. Just do as I say.” 

Mabel took his arm with undisguised affection. 

Hank hadn’t exaggerated their celebrity status. People from the 
group engulfed them as they entered, touching their clothes as if 
they were rock stars. Mabel’s harem pants were of special interest 
since harem pants were normally only worn by the most elite of the 
middle classes and their masters. 

Hank raised his hand and the group stopped buzzing. 

“Thank you for your warm reception,” he said. “Now, my fiancée 
and I have had a long and tiring journey and we need to rest.” 

He cast a stern look toward the doorman, who was supposed to 
double as security. 

The doorman quickly cleared a path to the elevator. 

Finally back in their suite, the dissociation they were feeling 
began to fade. Even surrounded by a plethora of gift items as a 
reminder of their extravagant “honeymoon”, both were starting to 
crave what they had previously experienced as normalcy. 

Like married people who just knew what to do, they retired word- 
lessly to their separate rooms to ground themselves with sleep. 

The day ahead would be daunting enough. 
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Grounded 


ABEL woke and stretched out some kinks. Her mattress, though 
M of good quality, was no air bed. This morning during yoga she 
would not just be going through the motions. 

For a moments at a time Mabel had forgotten that there was 
scarcity everywhere. She had forgotten how lonely life could be. A 
warm feeling came over her when she thought of her friend, Meredith, 
and the love she and Hank had shared high above the thirsty people 
who lined up at the desalination plants. It was a world apart, a world 
where the throngs that toiled in order to maintain questionable gains 
could too easily be rendered invisible. They were “the other”. 

Mabel rolled out of bed and stretched up to close the window. 
Already she missed the freshness of the ocean air and the faint, 
fishy smell that came with it. She parted the curtains that cast 
soft shadows across the remaining, unopened gifts to let in the hazy, 
morning sun. As always, the street below her window was nearly 
empty. Two conventional cabs idled in front of the building and 
just behind them, in the shadow of a eucalyptus tree, sat a little 
electric cab. The driver of the little cab was leaning against the 
tree, occasionally glancing toward the building. 

This morning it was enough to just take stock of a host of new 
possessions. She had no idea where she would store them in her little 
shack in Loon Cove. She pondered selling some of them in the street 
to make things simpler, or giving some things away so that someone 
less fortunate could sell them to buy water. She decided to bring 
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some water down to the street that day, and water vouchers, maybe 
along with some of the more sale-able gifts. 

Mabel glanced out the window again, planning her route and 
considering the best place to leave things so that the most needy 
would find them. Both conventional cabs had already departed, 
leaving only the electric cab, its owner and a scraggly little tree. It 
was 6:00 AM. 

One half hour later, Mabel had finished her yoga and was routing 
through her gifts. One of two almost identical, silk scarves would 
form the bundle. The tinkle shoes were the first to be tossed on, 
followed by a number of water vouchers and some pieces of jewelry 
and hair items. Then she filled some bottles with water from the 
bathroom tap, wrapped them in plastic and added them to the bun- 
dle. Satisfied that it contained enough for a first gift, Mabel tied the 
scarf up around everything and made a handle out of the loose ends. 

By 7:00 Mabel was ready for a quick breakfast before heading 
out. Just before leaving her room she decided to examine the street 
where she planned to leave the bundle, hoping that some of the haze 
would have cleared and the shadows would be strong. The streets 
were still empty, except for the little electric cab and its owner. It 
was unusual for an electric cab to wait for anyone, let alone for up 
to an hour. Business must be poor. Perhaps she could approach the 
cab driver with the bundle. Would the driver be able to deliver it to 
some place better than just the edge of a street? 

Mabel took the bundle to the living room and placed it by the 
door. From Hank’s room she could hear the usual low rumble. He 
never used his snore-away when sleeping alone. She sauntered into 
the kitchen where a feast of colourful fruit awaited. After a breakfast 
of pineapple and oranges she decided to add some fruit to her gift. 

Back in her room, Mabel donned a pair of harem pants. She 
remembered to put Meredith’s fuchsia bear into one pocket, along 
with the old technology gifted to her during her brief encounter with 
the nomadic peoples of the East coast, a note book and pencil, and 
her up-to-date phone. Into the other pocket she stuffed three apples 
from the kitchen. 

Just before leaving, Mabel tore a page from her notebook and 
scribbled the words, 
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“Going for a walk. Sleep well. Love, Mabel.” 

She left the note on the kitchen table, hoisted the scarf bundle 
on her back and headed for the street. 

By the time Mabel left the building it was already after 8:00. 
As luck would have it, the cab driver still waited by the gum tree. 
Mabel approached, the driver, who turned to her and pushed back 
her hoodie. It was the same cab driver who had first taken Mabel 
to Café Libra. She opened the cab door and looked knowingly into 
Mabel’s eyes. 

“Get in,” she smiled. 

Mabel hesitated, then pushed the bundle toward her. 

“Can you leave this somewhere where it will help some needy 
person?” she asked. 

“T was told you would try to do that,” the driver answered. “Just 
get in and I’ll tell you what I can on the way. We’ve been here way 
too long already.” 

Mabel didn’t move. She wanted to say that she needed answers 
first. Clearly this person must know Meredith. 

“All right, give me the bundle. I’ll do what I can,” said the driver, 
becoming impatient. She took the bundle from Mabel’s hands and 
tossed it into the narrow seat of the cab. 

Mabel still didn’t move. She wasn’t ready to trust another stranger, 
at least not without answers. She wanted to return to the safety of 
her room. 

“Who are you?” Mabel insisted. 

The driver stood steadfast beside her cab, holding open the door. 
She gently touched Mabel’s arm and said solicitously, 

“Do you want to find Cassandra?” 
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Early reunion 


OT surprisingly, Meredith’s cab driver took Mabel straight to 
Café Libra. 

“Doesn’t this place ever close?” Mabel asked. 

The driver did not answer. She stopped the cab abruptly, right in 
front of the walk. Mabel stepped out of the cab, leaving behind her 
bundle. Before she could completely close the door the cab jerked 
into motion, speeding off down the street. She found herself alone 
with the soft sounds of song birds, and rustling leaves disturbed by 
a morning breeze. 

The lawn was in deep shade at that time of day. Dewey thyme 
lined the path, and crept into cracks between the cobbles. By the 
time Mabel stood at the door her feet were damp and slipping in 
her sandals. She pulled the heavy door open and stepped inside. 

Café Libra looked exactly as it had at any other time when Mabel 
had been there. A few shadowed figures leaned into the small tables 
that dotted the room. As the door softly closed behind her, the 
sound of leaves and birds gave way to a nearly inaudible mumble of 
breakfast conversation, punctuated by kitchen clinks. 

By the time Mabel’s eyes adjusted fully to the dim light a young, 
male server had already taken her arm and was leading her toward 
a table near the kitchen doors. Within the flickering light of the 
swinging doors, a familiar figure flashed into view for only a mo- 
ment. Her long, blond pony tail swung around like a whip, and she 
disappeared again into the shadows. Mabel broke free of the server 
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to follow this apparition. The server followed. 

“Cassandra!” Mabel stage-whispered, but no one responded. 

Mabel allowed herself to be seated and waited for her eyes to 
fully adjust to the dim light. The waiter immediately placed a menu 
on the table in front of her, but she raised her hand and waived it 
away abruptly with the words, 

“Fruit salad.” 

Servers were used to this, but not from her. Her server paused 
for a moment before continuing, 

“We have three kinds of fruit salad today.” 

“Temperate,” she answered, still searching the gloom for the 
blond. 

The waiter remained and began to open his mouth. She knew he 
wouldn’t leave until he had the full details of her order. 

“The most exotic temperate fruit you have,’ Mabel continued. 
“.. Peaches and pears if you have them ... and cherries. Otherwise, 
just bring me what you have ... and don’t put anything on it.” 

With this the server seemed satisfied. He finally left her alone. 
Mabel followed him with her eyes as he disappeared into shadows, 
only to reemerge in a momentary wash of light as he strode through 
the kitchen doors. Sitting facing the kitchen was a mistake. Now 
she had to wait for the spots before her eyes to fade. 

Mabel stood up and started positioning her chair for a better 
view, with its back to the wall and facing away from the kitchen. 
A light touch on her arm distracted her as she straightened for one 
more glance around from her new vantage point and she allowed 
herself to feel annoyed that the waiter was back so soon with her 
breakfast. Without re-seating herself she turned to look around one 
more time, almost upsetting the sumptuous bow] of fresh fruit pieces 
on his tray. 

“Are you waiting for someone?” he asked more amiably than she 
deserved. 

“Just leave everything, please’ Mabel answered, “... and thanks.” 

But she didn’t sit down. At a table near the kitchen a blond pony- 
tailed woman bent over her morning coffee. Mabel excused herself 
as she squeezed past the waiter, still placing dishes and utensils on 
her table. Moments later the owner of the pony tail turned to meet 
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her touch. A familiar face stared blankly up at Mabel and she knew 
that this must be Cassandra. 

It was too easy. Mabel reached into her pocket and produced 
the fuchsia bear, grateful that at least that part of her responsibility 
was over. 

“Cassandra?” 

The woman smiled and gently pushed the hand which held the 
bear back toward Mabel. 

“IT knew I could trust you,” she said, lifting her coffee mug as 
though in a toast. “May I join you for breakfast?” 

Without waiting for an answer, Meredith rose, gently slipped her 
hand through Mabel’s arm and began walking toward the breakfast 
table laden with fruit salad and bowls of whipped cream and chopped 
nuts. 

As soon as they were seated Meredith started scooping generous 
ladles full of chunked peaches, pears and cherries into Mabel’s break- 
fast bowl. Then she gestured to the waiter to bring another bowl, 
which Meredith also filled and topped with cream and a sprinkling 
of nuts. 

“T thought you were in Taiwan,” Mabel blurted. 

Meredith was already savoring her first mouth full. She gestured 
with her index finger for Mabel to wait. Then she waived over their 
server again to order a samovar of hot, spiced tea and two cups. 
As the server departed once more for the kitchen Meredith leaned 
forward and cupped her hand beside her mouth. 

“We were,” she whispered conspiratorially, “and your deed is 
safe.” 

Mabel picked at her salad with the ornate spork provided with 
the meal. Clearly Meredith would not be sharing any more informa- 
tion until she was ready. 

The samovar arrived and their server poured two cups of fragrant 
tea. Meredith enthusiastically added a dollop of whipped cream and 
a sprinkling of nuts to the top of hers before asking to see the a 
water sommelier. 

This was not the reserved woman Mabel remembered from her 
visit to the clouds. In the absence of her husband, Meredith was not 
at all shy about indulging herself. 
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After savoring another spork full of fruit and a sip of tea, Mered- 
ith finally spoke. 

“My husband is still in Taiwan with the family. I thought I’d slip 
out for a couple of days and see how things were going in Toronto.” 

“Does he know where you are?” Mabel asked. 

“He knows that I am in one of my three most favorite places in 
the world,” Meredith responded. “He probably suspects that I’ve 
come here because he knows that I haven’t given up looking for 
Cassandra.” 

“And you had me brought here ...” said Mabel. 

Just then the water sommelier arrived with bottles, identical ex- 
cept for their colour-coded labels. Meredith chose a green and a blue 
one and pushed the blue one toward Mabel. 

“Perhaps they would all taste the same to you, but I think you'll 
find the blue most refreshing on a hot day. Green is for health and 
longevity,” Meredith explained. 

“Do you also run a cab company?” Mabel pressed. 

Meredith explained that many sky dwellers have their little elec- 
tric cabs on the ground. The drivers actually own the cabs and do 
pretty much what they want but you can pay a flat fee to be given 
priority sometimes. 

“Electric cab drivers won’t gather information for you or abduct 
anyone, but sometimes if you pay them enough over and above the 
flat fee they will take people where you want them to. They’ll even 
wait all morning for a client, as one of my drivers did for you this 
morning,” she explained. “Then, after receiving a large sum to hold 
their position most of them expect also to be paid by the rider any- 
way. You can’t trust them but you can pay them.” 

“My cabbie gave me back change equal to what I had paid her in 
alternative currency,” said Mabel. 

“That isn’t because she is honest,” said Meredith. “It’s because 
she needed to get rid of conventional currency. You know the law. 
Anyone caught carrying around too much conventional currency can 
have it taken from them. The authorities still don’t take alternative 
currency seriously, so most people would rather have that. Anyway, 
the alternative stuff is only good in Toronto. 

“T did pay for your salad, though,” said Meredith as she added 
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a second dollop of whipped cream to her fruit. “You can thank me 
any time.” 

“Thank you,” Mabel said robotically. 

Meredith went on to explain that she would be returning to Tai- 
wan very soon for an important dinner, but couldn’t resist an op- 
portunity to touch base with Mabel one more time and to look for 
Cassandra. Then she paused and appeared to be manipulating some- 
thing in her lap. 

“.. and to show you this,” she added, glancing around and lower- 
ing her voice. She pushed a folded piece of paper into Mabel’s hand, 
under the table. 

Before she had even finished speaking, a soft “thud, thud, thud- 
ding” already mingled with the sound of muffled voices. Meredith 
bolted the remaining cherries and drank the last creamy dregs of fruit 
juice directly from her bowl. She stood up abruptly and snatched 
her bottle of water. Then without looking back she strode to the 
door and out onto the lawn where her helicopter pod was already 
lowered. 

Mabel unfolded the note and read it discretely in her lap. It said, 

“Look to your left. Burn that face into your mind.” 
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Who are the enemy? 


HE couldn’t see his face. Evidently he hadn’t spotted Mabel and 
Meredith together because when he finally turned in Mabel’s 
direction the searching gaze of his sunken eyes passed right through 
her. But Mabel recognized him. This was the same wispy figure she 
had noticed boarding a helicopter on her first trip to Café Libra. She 
could only assume that this was the man named Yeshua with whom 
she had allied herself against war while still writing protest letters 
from Loon Cove - the man who, in reality, hoarded water, allowing 
people to die of thirst to further line his already burgeoning pockets. 
For a long time Yeshua didn’t seat himself. He moved slowly 
among the tables scanning the clientéle, once briefly catching Mabel 
in his sweeping gaze. At last he disappeared into a seat behind 
a pillar, a good vantage point from which to observe most of the 
comings and goings. 

This time his wispy frame was not wracked with coughs. Clearly 
he was just beginning his sojourn on the ground. 

No wonder Meredith didn’t hang around, and if Cassandra had 
been made aware of his presence she might not show up in that 
location for some time. 

Then Mabel remembered a passing remark made by Meredith in 
the Perrier pool: 

“The kindest thing he could have done for his daughters would 
have been to die soon after they were born. The second kindest 
thing would be for him to die before he kills their mother or anyone 
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who might be helping her.” 

Mabel realized that it was time for her to leave. Even Café Libra 
wasn’t always a safe haven any more. What if Yeshua had caught 
a glimpse of Meredith leaving from the café? What if he had seen 
them together. What if he should recognize her later on in some less 
friendly location? 

She gathered up several bottles of tea which the server had al- 
ready filled for her from the samovar and her blue-labeled water and 
strolled to the door, casually so as not to attract attention to herself. 

Soon she stood blinking in the leaf-patterned sunshine. As the 
door closed slowly behind her, the distant thump - thump - thumping 
of Meredith’s helicopter mingled with the casual chatter of guests at 
their tables. The latch caught with a light click, cutting off the inside 
world, and for a moment Mabel stood alone in profound silence. 

The sun was at almost 12:00. The dew had evaporated, making 
the walk down the path more comfortable, but the air was still and 
hot. It took some self discipline to leave the shaded lawn and step 
out into the intensity of sun-baked streets. Fortunately cabs were 
never far away from Café Libra. 

As she opened the gate Mabel thought of Hank, who would prob- 
ably have read her note by now. She reached into her pocket and 
turned on the tracking for her phone, a signal that she was in a safe 
place and not to worry. 

Mabel began to raise her hand to hail one of the plethora of 
air-conditioned taxis that lined the street. Across the street an un- 
familiar electric cab driver signaled to her, then screeched through a 
U-turn to pull up in front of her. Another raucous ride on the hard 
seats of a vehicle without air conditioning did not appeal to Ma- 
bel. She started to waive the little cab away but stopped abruptly. 
Through the open window of the passenger compartment, she could 
see a large bundle tied up in a patterned, silk scarf. The gift she 
had assembled only that morning formed a colourful lump on the 
passenger seat. Assuming this to be one of Meredith’s cabs, she got 
in. 

The cab jerked into motion almost before Mabel was seated in- 
side. 

“T would have thought that my bundle would have been delivered 
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by now,” she said, breathless with the raucous ride. 

The driver didn’t answer. 

“T have some bottles of spiced tea to add to the bundle,” Mabel 
continued. 

The cab ducked down an unfamiliar street and began to weave in 
and out of a swarm of traffic that had seemed to come from nowhere. 
After several hair-raising turns they sped down a long, dark alley. 
The alley ended in a large, open square flanked by high-rises, where 
the cab came to an abrupt stop. 

“You can leave your gifts here,” said the driver. 

The square was empty except for two rats squabbling over the 
dried up body of an English sparrow about three meters from Mabel. 

Mabel got out of the cab dragging her bundle with her. She 
set it down beside her feet for a moment to organize the bottles. 
As she did, the door of the cab closed behind her and she heard it 
lock. Hesitant to abandon a bundle containing fruit in the presence 
of hungry rats, she turned to the cab driver to ask if there was a 
better place. But the driver was already lurching away from her. 
She watched as the cab sped around the empty one-way street that 
bordered the square. 

Suddenly, to Mabel’s horror, the cab ducked into an alley on the 
opposite side of the square. All she could do was to wait in the heat, 
beside her bundle, for someone to come or for the cab to return. 

Mabel picked up her bundle again, and the tea, and sought shade 
in the shadow of the alley-way from which she had come. There she 
sat on the ground against the wall of the building, and waited. 

A half-hour passed. The heat was intense but at least the shad- 
ows grew slightly longer. She drank one of the bottles of tea, still 
warm, and pulled out her phone to call Hank ... or anyone. There 
was no signal. The square was a dead zone. Her only recourse ap- 
peared to be to walk out. 

“Screw the rats,” Mabel said under her breath, but she wasn’t 
going to let them mess up a good scarf while trying to get at the 
fruit. She untied the bundle, separated food and drink items into 
one pile and spread the non-perishables out on the scarf. Then she 
stuffed several apples into her ample pockets, and a bottle of water 
into her waistband. That was the last thing she remembered. 
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Chapter 36 


Recovery, of sorts 


M ABEL awoke in blue luminescence. The air was still and cool and 

smelled like roses. She stretched her body, stiff but strangely 
light, and propped herself up on one elbow. 

The room was small, and featureless like the hallways in Mered- 
ith’s sky home, only here there were two visible doors. Through the 
wall, muffled voices rose and fell. She craned her ears in vain to try 
to make out what they were saying. 

Clothed only in a silky, bamboo-fiber nightgown, she rolled off 
the stretcher that had been her bed and stretched an arm toward 
the closest door. Suddenly dizzy, she snatched at the door handle to 
prop herself up. The voices ceased abruptly. 

Mabel felt the door pushing her back and lost her balance. An 
unfamiliar, young woman dressed in a blue jumpsuit and head scarf 
caught her arm, pulled her up before she could fall and guided her 
back to the cot. 

I must be in a hospital somewhere,” she thought 

Clearly someone had found her. What had happened to her in 
the alley-way? 

As if reading her thoughts, the young nurse said, 

“Heat stroke. You had heat stroke.” 

Mabel looked deep into the pale, blue eyes of her caregiver as if 
to confirm what she already knew. This person wasn’t telling her 
everything, nor would she. 

The nurse cleared her throat and looked away. 
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“You can go home soon,” she continued. “Ill bring you your 
clothes. Don’t try to do anything until you are no longer dizzy.” 

Then she turned toward the door. 

Mabel’s body felt heavy. She found herself fighting an urge to 
sleep that bordered on stupor. When next she awoke her clothes were 
piled on a roll-away table that had been placed beside the hospital 
cot. 

Energized by her most recent sleep, Mabel dressed quickly. She 
checked the pockets of her harem pants ... phone, alternative cur- 
rency, water vouchers, two apples ... no bear. The fuchsia bear was 
missing. Perhaps it had dropped out somewhere in a hallway. What 
would she tell Meredith? 

A sweet voice from behind the door asked her if she was ready. 
Without waiting she opened the door herself to find the same blue- 
eyed nurse standing in a blue hallway on the other side. 

“Come with me,” she said authoritatively. 

Mabel followed. As they walked down this empty hallway full of 
doors Mabel asked about the bear. 

“We took nothing from your pockets except extremely perishable 
food items,” said the nurse. “Everything we found with you should 
still be there ... but we do have a gift for you to take home. Patients 
use these for pain management but they are safe enough to use for 
recreation or re-gifting if you haven’t used them all when you no 
longer need them - in case you are left with a headache later on. Try 
to get lots of rest, but if you can’t, do use some of the packets.” 

Then the nurse reached into her own pocket and produced a 
cellophane pouch containing about 12 individual packets of powders 
that looked like white sugar. They could only be told apart by their 
labels: “Martini”, “Light Ale’, brandy, white wine, THC ... 

Mabel had heard long ago about powdered alcohol and medicinal 
substances prescribed to encourage patients to drink enough liquids. 
“Just add water and get drunk, or stoned, or whatever ...” Corpo- 
rate interests had fought making this non-addictive form of addictive 
substances available because it was too easy to smuggle into events 
where they liked to triple and quadruple the price of alcoholic and 
later syntholic drinks. 

Eventually powdered synthehol became too pervasive to control 
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but by that time it was possible to triple the price of the water that 
the powders had to be mixed with. 

One could also obtain powdered alcohol quite cheaply on the 
black market but unlike synthehol these powders were addictive and 
resulted in a hangover. On the street you couldn’t always be sure 
what you were purchasing. Hospitals, however, would ensure that 
their stock contained only benign substances such as synthehol, es- 
pecially for a patient suffering from heat stroke. They never supplied 
the water to mix it with. That was just too expensive. 

Mabel felt in her pocket again for the water vouchers. Clearly the 
packets were intended to provide incentive for people not to conserve 
their water vouchers. 

Then she thought of Hank for the first time since arriving and 
stuffed the packets into her pocket. Maybe this gift would help to 
ease any tensions her terse note and lengthened time away might 
have created. Still a little fuzzy, she sat down on the bed to think 
about how she would frame this so that he wouldn’t have her followed 
every time she went out alone. 

By now her nurse was growing impatient. She took Mabel’s arm 
and lead her through a network of hallways to a large waiting room 
abuzz with activity. 

“Your cab is through door three,” she said, gesturing toward a 
large number 3 that dwarfed its door. It was the only number in the 
room that large. 

“Tl leave you here,” the nurse added before rushing off to join 
some colleagues in another room. 

The door opened automatically. As Mabel passed through it she 
crossed a thermocline into the oven outside, where an electric cab 
waited with its door wide open, for her. 

Mabel looked around for another cab - anything but an electric 
one. There was nothing. Behind her she heard a hospital attendant 
saying, 

“Hurry. It won’t wait forever and we can’t close the door until 
you are safely away.” 

Mabel stepped into the cab and instructed the driver. The cab 
lurched into action, again racing through unfamiliar streets. She 
just had to trust that she would not be abandoned, though her 


160 


CHAPTER 36. RECOVERY, OF SORTS 





confidence was shaken when she occasionally caught a glimpse of 
the lake bed. Clearly, sometimes they were a whole city away from 
her destination and yet this cab, cutting a crazy path through the 
canyons of Toronto, was her only hope. 

All of a sudden the cab turned abruptly and ducked into a canyon 
of high rises, throwing Mabel into the back of her seat. Then, just 
as suddenly, it stopped to let in another passenger. She was barely 
able to keep herself from flying into the seat ahead. 

Mabel squeezed her frail body as close as possible to the other 
side of the seat and stared out the window as a very large person 
rolled into the seat beside her. The smell of mint and clove filled 
their compartment and she jerked around just in time to hear Hank 
instruct the driver to take him to the time share. 

Hank glanced at the person beside him, glanced away and then 
did a double-take. For a moment he stared at her, speechless. Then 
he swept her into his arms. A sob escaped before he pushed her 
away, but the look on his face was one of anger and betrayal. 

Mabel tried to describe her hospital visit. 

“T must have fainted from heat stroke, though I don’t remember 
being thirsty,” she concluded. 

But Hank wasn’t buying it. 

“T checked the hospitals, hoping to find you there, and they had 
never heard of you. Either way, no hospital is anything like what 
you describe. You were delirious, or dreaming, or you’re not telling 
me everything,” he said firmly. 

Mabel didn’t respond. She didn’t know that she had been absent 
for three weeks, that her gifts to the hungry and thirsty had not been 
eaten by rats, that the fuchsia bear had been delivered to its rightful 
recipient, or why any of that mattered so much. She didn’t know 
that Hank had despaired of ever seeing her again and had just given 
up looking. While Meredith partied in Taiwan and Hank completed 
his delivery for Wilbur, Mabel had lain unconscious in the bowels of 
Toronto. 
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Chapter 37 


Abducted together 


HE ride was exhausting, made more tedious by Hank’s icy rejec- 
tion. When finally he spoke it was only to tell her that after a 
brief stop at the time share he was taking her back to Loon Cove. 
Confused and feeling patronized, Mabel started to speak but thought 
better of it. She wanted to tell him that she would go back to Loon 
Cove when she was bloody-well ready and that he should stop feel- 
ing that he had to take care of her. She thought of her promise to 
Meredith. 

“Maybe I'll sell a few things and stay on just a little longer,” she 
said. “I can find my own way back.” 

“Everything you own is already in Loon Cove,” Hank growled. 
“T had it delivered there in case someday you might show up. And 
where do you think you’re going to stay?” 

“We still have a few weeks left at the time share,’ Mabel re- 
sponded. “I can stay out of your way,” she added, starting to feel 
hurt. 

Hank pushed his body back into the window, as far away from 
her on the narrow seat as he could. 

“Why don’t you just stay wherever it is that you’ve been staying,” 
he snarked. 

“The hospital?” Mabel asked, perplexed. 

Hank became angry. 

“Do you know what I’ve been through over the last few weeks?” 

“T think so,” said Mabel, regaining her composure. “You were 
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with me, enjoying a working vacation in the clouds. ... oh, I brought 
you a gift, though with the way you're acting you don’t deserve it.” 

From the deep in a pocket of her harem pants Mabel produced 
her gift packets of powdered synthehol. Nothing on them indicated 
a brand but contents were clearly labeled. Mabel took a water bottle 
from her belt and pushed it at Hank along with the packets. 

“Here. Try to happy-up a bit before we get back. Then you can 
tell me what YOU were doing while I was gone that put you in such 
a bad mood.” 

Hank took her offerings and set them in his lap. 

“Mabel, we’re not going back to the time share, at least, you’re 
not. I will go up and make a final inspection before its next inhab- 
itants arrive and then we’re both going back to Loon Cove ... that 
is, of course, unless you want to stay around wherever you stay.” 

It was starting to dawn on Mabel that she must have been away 
for longer than her senses lead her to believe. Meanwhile, as he 
stared at the strange contents of his lap, Hank was also starting to 
come to the conclusion that something more complicated than either 
was imagining must have taken place during Mabel’s time away. He 
also realized that while they focused on each other their cab had 
taken some unconventional turns. This happened sometimes with 
these little cabs. They would deviate from the usual route in order 
to avoid traffic. But now both Hank and Mabel were completely 
lost. 

“Someone drugged you again,” Hank said flatly. “Someone drugged 
you and you almost didn’t make it this time, or you would have come 
out of it within a few days. I told you to stay away from that street!” 

Mabel was starting to remember the events leading up to her 
earlier abduction, her encounter with Meredith at Café Libra, her 
avoidance of Yeshua and the little cab that abandoned her in the 
square. How much of this could she share with Hank without outing 
Meredith? 

She started to try to explain the best she could when a quick 
glimpse of the lake bed confirmed that they were actually moving 
away from their intended destination. 

“Stop the cab!” Mabel shouted, but the cab sped up. It continued 
to dodge in and out of a rapid succession of alley-ways into and 
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through the canyons of Toronto, throwing its passengers into each 
other and making conversation impossible. 

“Stop! You’re hurting my fiancé,” Hank shouted, suddenly pro- 
tective of Mabel again. A giant paw reached around her back to try 
to steady her as the cab came to a screeching halt in the middle of 
a square. This place was familiar to Mabel. 

“The hospital ...”. Mabel began, but stopped abruptly. 

Three human figures wearing broad brimmed hats had seemed to 
materialized from out of nowhere and were moving leisurely toward 
the cab. 

“This is the square, Hank,” Mabel said, grasping his arm. “This 
is where they took me the first time ... the day I went for a walk, 
whenever that was.” 

“I’ve never been here before,” said Hank, at a loss for anything 
else to say. 

As the approaching figures slowly grew larger, the locks on the 
cab doors sprang open. Relieved to be able to at least leave the 
cab, Hank and Mabel dragged themselves out of their seats. The 
cab immediately tore off across the square and disappeared into the 
same dark alley from which they had come. 

“These guys are taking their time,” said Mabel. “Do you think 
we could get away?” 

Hank stood fast, sweat pouring down his face. 

“Where would we go? People have died of dehydration after 
getting lost in Toronto’s network of alley-ways,” he responded. “Our 
captors may be our only hope for survival now.” 

Hank and Mabel turned to observe the strange figures moving 
slowly nearer. Through watery heat-waves emanating from the pave- 
ment they began to make out a colourful, plaid pattern on each of 
the jumpsuits. Three men wearing hats draped with netting, pulled 
up to reveal clean shaven faces began to come into focus. The men 
themselves did not look menacing at all. Circumstances said other- 
wise. 

“Watch them,” Hank said under his breath, gesturing to the men. 
“They probably have drugs.” He stood protectively in front of her, 
though if the intention had been to drug them it wouldn’t have 
mattered who fell first. 
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But as the men drew even nearer Hank and Mabel were in for a 
different kind of shock. 

“Well, hello, little lady. We keep running into each other,” Joe 
grinned. 

“Joe, what are you doing here?” Hank growled suspiciously. 

Joe did not answer. He beckoned them to follow, saying only, 
“Come with me.” 

Hank glowered but in the intense noon-day heat, he and Ma- 
bel had no choice but to seek shade in one of the alleys along the 
perimeter of the square. Exhausted and disoriented, they followed 
Joe and his silent accomplices to one of the dark alleys leading off 
of the square. 

The shade of the alley-way didn’t offer much relief from the heat 
and Hank had started panting. 

“Joe! You know he has a heart condition! How much further is 
it?” Mabel demanded. 

Joe reached into his pocket and produced a cooling headband, 
which Hank snatched and immediately donned. 

“You’re welcome,” said Joe, sarcastically as he lead them into a 
darkened maze that branched from the alley-way. 

Mabel was doing her best to be inscrutable but at last her cu- 
riosity got the better of her. 

“Who are you, Joe? How do you know this place so well and why 
are you dressed like that and why aren’t you sweating? Are those 
cooling clothes?” 

Joe responded, “Take your time, little lady. You will both know 
everything you need to know very soon.” 

“If you call me that one more time I will break you,” Mabel 
snapped. 

The air was damp and thick, and tainted with a faint, unpleasant 
chemical smell. This meant that they may already be well below 
what used to be the water level of Lake Ontario. 

And they were approaching a dead end. Cool and unhurried, Joe 
reached into his pocket again and produced a small device. Instantly 
a doorway opened before them at the end of the maze. He motioned 
them through. 
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Chapter 38 


Meeting Cassandra 


HEY found themselves in a small room, with walls, floor and 
T ceiling coloured in the same, luminescent blue-green that had 
graced the halls of Meredith and Wilbur’s sky condo. The only 
furniture was a pink steno-chair, pushed up against one wall. 





A young, woman in an aqua, full bodysuit stood opposite the 
chair, arms folded. She looked directly at Mabel and held up the 
small, fuchsia bear that Mabel had tried to deliver at Café Libra. 

“Are you the cavalry? You’re dispensable, you know.” 

Cassandra looked something like Meredith. Short, straight, black 
hair framed a young, beautiful face that looked just like Meredith’s, 
but without make-up of any kind her Chinese heritage was much 
more evident. 

“Cavalry? I’m not trying to save anyone, but Meredith has been 
worried sick about you,” Mabel responded. 

Hank looked perplexed. 
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Cassandra scrutinized Mabel for a moment. 

“You really don’t know what was in this bear, do you?” 

Mabel looked up, waiting for an explanation. 

“Good,” said Cassandra. “Well, say hello to Meredith if you ever 
get out of here.” 

“Were you abducted too?” Mabel asked. 

“No. I wasn’t abducted and that is enough for you to know,” said 
Cassandra. Then she directed her voice to the wall beside her and 
placed an order for some wipes, another chair and a recliner. 

“What are the wipes for?” Mabel queried. 

“Those are for me, in a manner of speaking. You will use them 
to clean yourselves up,” said Cassandra bluntly. 

Mabel could feel the sweat on her upper body beginning to evap- 
orate. She turned to Hank, who no longer smelled of mint and clove. 
He was clearly still confused and distressed. Mabel guided him to 
the one chair in the room and helped him into it. 

Suddenly the wall opposite the door through which they had 
entered slid open and Cassandra stepped out. One of Joe’s assistants 
pushed in two olive, padded chairs (one that could recline, had there 
been room to recline it), a tiny, brown plastic table that looked like 
a four-legged stool, a lime green box of chemical body wipes. On one 
of the chairs lay a small, metal waste basket and two small bottles 
of water with odd looking, porous tops. The furniture barely fit into 
the room. Then the door closed, leaving them alone. 

Mabel arranged the furniture so that it faced out from the walls. 
The little bottles of water took up the whole table, so she placed the 
box of washing wipes on the third chair. 

“T take it they don’t get many visitors,” said Mabel as she handed 
several wipes to Hank. 

Just then the door opened again. Two tiny garments were pushed 
inside, with a note that read, 

“Clean yourselves up completely. Then put these on and pile your 
clothes beside the door.” 

At least these garments weren’t hospital gowns. In fact, they 
looked like tiny sleepers only large enough for a baby. A tag on the 
side of each told them that these “body suits” were one-size-fits-all. 
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Mabel pushed a spotted arm into one of the suits. It felt pleas- 
antly cool as it slid smoothly over her papery skin. Then she took 
one of the chemical wipes provided by their hosts and pushed the 
box toward Hank. Soon they were both comfortably encased in their 
blue cocoons. 

The garments were surprisingly light and easy to put on. They 
expanded to fit almost like a second skin, with just enough tensile 
strength to facilitate modesty. 

It was as revealing as a modest bathing suit, but it felt good to 
be clean again. 

When Joe’s assistant returned for their clothing, he found them 
sitting in olive chairs wearing their surprisingly comfortable, skin- 
tight, blue jumpsuits. The contents of their pockets were piled high 
in their laps. 

A few minutes later, when Cassandra returned, Hank had already 
turned his water pink with a packet of brandy synthehol, and was 
gulping the last of it. Though still thirsty, Mabel set her nearly 
empty bottle aside to conserve the last few sips. 

Cassandra seated herself in the pink chair and looked directly at 
Mabel. 

“T have permission to contact Meredith through you, just this 
once. You can tell her that you’ve seen me. If you speak a word 
of even what little you know of my circumstances you will both be 
hunted down and killed, so the less I tell you about my new life, the 
better. Do you understand?” 

Mabel nodded. 

Cassandra then turned to Hank. 

“Three weeks ago you delivered something to an agent at Keel 
and Dundass. This agent has gone missing along with the package 
and it is imperative that we find both. You must tell me everything 
you know. 

Hank blanched. A chill surged up Mabel’s spine. If this agent 
was in league with Yeshua, a possible bounty on their heads by 
Cassandra’s new friends might pale in comparison. 

“Hank was only the messenger. What could he possibly be ex- 
pected to know about this person?” Mabel demanded. 

Hank raised his hand to silence Mabel. 
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“The name I was given for him was Seth,” he said. “He may have 
been of East Indian origin. He had long, straight, black hair, dark 
eyes and bushy eyebrows. He was probably in his late thirties ... well 
groomed ... no teeth missing. He was wearing a white shirt, open 
down the front and a thin, gold chain around his neck. It looked like 
real gold. I don’t even remember what colour his pants were but 
they were dark and he wore tan sandals on his bare feet.” 

Cassandra looked into the distance as though deep in thought. 

“He wasn’t one of Yeshua’s henchmen. If we could only be sure 
that Yeshua wasn’t behind the kidnapping ...” she said, her voice 
trailing off. 

Cassandra turned as if to question Hank further but was inter- 
rupted by a loud voice that seemed to fill the room. 

“Emergency! Come inside and bring your guests with you.” 

The door that had produced Cassandra opened and she ushered 
Mabel and Hank through. With a swish the door closed and disap- 
peared behind them, leaving only the smooth, luminescent end of a 
long, blue tunnel. Before them the tunnel stretched straight ahead 
and downward at about a 30 degree angle. 

Cassandra motioned for them to follow. 
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Apocalypse for some 


ASSANDRA lead Mabel and Hank through the complex network 
C of tunnels. Though their clothes and shoes were comfortable, 
they were already tired and hungry. Hank began to speak but Cas- 
sandra shushed him and told him just to follow. She quickened her 
step. 

At last a wall opened into a large, dimly-lit, rose-beige room filled 
with plush, burgundy chairs. Three walls were dominated by enor- 
mous screens. Five men and women perched on the edges of their 
chairs, eyes riveted to the screen across from the opening, which 
seemed to be showing the ocean. They didn’t even seem to no- 
tice the newcomers’ arrival. As the final door closed behind them 
Cassandra gestured for Mabel and Hank to seat themselves, before 
herself flopping down into a large chair in the corner. 

Mabel slipped gratefully into the soft embrace of an over-stuffed 
chair and watched Hank settle into the lazy-boy recliner beside her, 
before allowing her eyes to be drawn to the light of the screen. 

A camera that must have been held aloft by some sort of aircraft 
was following an enormous ocean swell across a vast expanse of green. 
“Four minutes,” said a calm, male voice from somewhere. The people 
in the room held their breath, except for Hank, who’s low rumble 
suggested that he had already succumbed to his fatigue. 

Suddenly the view shifted to the idyllic shore of Nova Scotia. 
Cassandra gasped as the water receded from the shoreline, exposing 
the ocean floor for kilometers out to sea. 
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“They should be in Taiwan by now,” Mabel said reassuringly to 
Cassandra. “They were planning to take the girls with them.” 

Then she watched with horror as the first wave of the tsunami 
crashed into the columns of high rises that were Halifax, washing 
through the middle floors and toppling magnificent structures like 
dominoes. It rushed back over the land, dragging with it out to sea 
the trappings of civilization and the broken bodies of anyone caught 
in its apocalyptic indifference. 

Chunks of luxury high-rises mingled with branches, loose rocks 
and at least one copy of the deed to Loon Cove Store were all sucked 
out to sea. The water would return with only slightly diminished 
force for a second sweep, crashing through the few remaining build- 
ings on the west side of the city and beyond. 





For a seeming eternity an ocean of sea water ravaged the city’s 
ragged remains, before sweeping whole structures and rooftops out to 
sea like so much flotsam. High above the destruction, a fleet of tiny 
helicopters hovered where the tops of buildings had once supported 
landing pads. There would be no other survivors from any part of 
Halifax to watch the second wave sweep across the landscape, or the 
third. 

As the screen continued to monitor the East Coast, another 
screen to the right began to monitor the advance of the initial wave 
across the country, swamping the St. Lawrence River Valley, flood- 
ing Toronto and filling the bed of Lake Ontario with salt water. 

Mabel looked around to gauge the reactions of the strangers in 
the room. No one seemed concerned for their own safety, though the 
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comfortable room from which they watched must be well below the 
water level. She turned to Cassandra who also seemed more in awe 
of the spectacle than concerned for anyone’s safety. 

Suddenly the screen on the wall to the left came alive with an 
aerial view of the Rock of Gibraltar. The ground around the rock was 
shuddering; the ocean rose up to cover the land and the enormous 
landmark was thrust skyward atop an abruptly formed rocky ledge, 
before crashing into the sea. Large parts of Europe and England 
were drowned and then exposed, and then drowned again, even as 
the first tsunami wave was making its way across the Atlantic. 

“This must be a replay of the event from the beginning”, Mabel 
whispered to Hank, who was just waking up. 

Soon new footage began to to come in on the front screen as well, 
added as split-screen recaps. They showed the event from the per- 
spective of a cloud of helicopters, already dispersing. These views 
were much more graphic and included the sounds of panicked sur- 
vivors as they watched their lives wash away. 

Close-ups of a thundering wave crashing into first the condos with 
an ocean view, half-way up the shafts of the buildings where the 
most important middle class support staff lived, worked and played. 
At first these buildings received the onslaught by bending with the 
force of the wave. The metal struts groaned and squealed like a 
gigantic ship sinking in an unforgiving ocean. Then with a sickening 
crack they snapped, crashing into the buildings behind them. Like 
dominoes, Halifax collapsed under the weight of its height, to be 
washed away in a boiling mass of salt water. 

As the helicopters began to disperse, different views of the area 
showed the scope of the wave. 

Those who followed the wave east watched it wash over Toronto 
and beyond, then wash back before pushing forward again to die in 
puddles and lake beds. 

To the south, the water flooded farmlands, with factory effluent 
staining its leading edge. 

Those who flew their helicopters north across the wave recorded 
a small band of nomadic peoples traversing the bare rocks of a for- 
est clearing in Labrador, their brightly coloured tents heaped into 
wagons pulled by a few feeble mules. 
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Then, all at once, the screens went black. For a moment no 
one moved. A woman’s voice broke the heavy silence that filled the 
room. 

“I’m surprised that it lasted that long.” 

The speaker stood up, immediately joined by what appeared to 
be two attendants, and disappeared through the wall on the right. 
The rest of the audience followed. Mabel leaned forward as if to 
follow. 

“Wait here,” hissed Cassandra’s sharp whisper. 

Mabel slumped back into her chair, relieved not to have to walk 
any more. She exchanged glances with Hank, who looked completely 
perplexed. Then she turned to address Cassandra but there was no 
one there. 

Mabel lifted the water bottle she had been given to her lips, 
expecting to drink the last few dregs. Surprisingly it was heavy 
with water. She had heard of this technology, under development 
during the early 21st century - water bottles made of materials that 
condensed and collected water from the air. With the rise of water as 
a commodity the research had been quietly retired before it could get 
off the ground. Evidently someone, somewhere, had not forgotten. 
She drank deeply, grateful that it would not be necessary to ration 
herself. 

Hank stretched out his hand and squeezed Mabel’s. Their eyes 
locked for a moment but neither spoke. Then they waited. 


173 


Chapter 40 


Trapped 


T took almost an hour for Cassandra to return. This time she 
brought Joe. 

“We’ve decided not to send you out until the floods have sub- 
sided,” said Joe. “Cassandra will be your hostess for the rest of 
today’s waking cycle and will show you to your quarters, but you'll 
need to stay here for some hours while a place is prepared for you.” 

With that, Joe ducked down a hall to the left to make room 
for a trolley full of food that was rattling up the narrow corridor 
behind him. Two youths dressed in sand coloured jumpsuits guided 
a wobbly cart laden with covered plates and delicious smells to the 
door. 

Cassandra took the trolley and waived the youths away. Then 
she pushed the cart in front of Hank and Mabel. 

“You must be hungry. Help yourselves,” she said dryly, with a 
flippant gesture. 

For a moment, the only thing in Hank’s or Mabel’s world were the 
plates of fresh, delicious foods they were uncovering. They helped 
themselves to a sumptuous feast worthy of Café Libra. Then Mabel 
remembered Cassandra who sat several chairs away gazing into the 
distance, looking utterly bored. 

“So, we will be able to leave,’ Mabel said. “You said that we 
would go out when the floods subside.” 

Without changing her gaze or demeanor, Cassandra drawled back, 

“Things can change at any time.” 
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Mabel pressed on. 

“Who is Joe? Why is he here? What interest does he have in 
Loon Cove?” 

“Ask Joe,” said Cassandra, this time clearly annoyed. 

“You will have at least a few days to ask any questions you want,” 
she continued, “but remember that the less you know the more likely 
you are to get out of here, if that’s what you still want.” 

Her comment only made Mabel more curious. What could possi- 
bly make them want to stay? She turned to look at Cassandra, who 
sat facing the far wall, arms folded. 

“Is there updated information on what is going on outside?” 

Again the screen in front of them filled with flickering light. 

Mabel felt her appetite dissipate. Hank looked away from the 
screen, as if not looking might bring his back. This time it showed 
Toronto flooded with salt water. Bits of rubble mingled with human 
and animal remains drifted through the sluggish, oily river that filled 
the streets, aimlessly bumping into the sides of buildings. A tiny, 
well developed foetus pierced by a tangle of twisted wire bobbed 
to the surface before disappearing under a rolling wave of garbage. 
The buildings still stood but anyone on the streets was doomed to 
struggle with 10 feet of swirling water and garbage. Those trapped 
on the ground floor inside a locked workplace would have been in 
grave danger. 

“This is what is directly above us,” said Cassandra. “You are in 
a sealed, underground network, a small city unto itself. Aside from 
people already inside our sealed premises there will be few survivors 
at ground level anywhere in the path of the wave. Those who did 
survive the flooding above would be desperate to take solace down 
here if they knew how. You are lucky that you may have information 
of use to us and that you were already inside our interrogation room 
when the disaster happened. Otherwise you wouldn’t have been 
allowed this far. Once we have interrogated you, your options will 
be determined.” 

Now, if you’ll excuse me ...” 

With that she turned her back. 

Mabel pushed the trolley out of the way and turned to Hank to 
take his hand. Sweat rolled down his forehead, despite his cooling 


175 


CHAPTER 40. TRAPPED 





body suit. He did not look back at her but clutched his chest. He 
appeared to be struggling to breathe. His half-eaten meal slid off his 
lap and clattered on the floor. Then he lost consciousness. 

Had Mabel just come upon Hank laying back in the chair like 
that she would have dismissed it as another cat nap, but this was 
no cat nap. 

“Cassandra!” she shouted as she leaped from her chair. 

Cassandra startled and swiveled around in her chair just in time 
to watch Mabel press her palms into Hank’s chest. Pump, pump, 
breathe ... 

“Medical Emergency!” Cassandra shouted. 

In an instant the two women were working in tandem. Cassandra 
used the full force of her frail body to try to restart Hank’s heart 
and Mabel breathed for her friend. 

Moments later the doctors arrived with more specialized equip- 
ment and Hank’s body was rolled onto a stretcher and whisked away. 

Mabel turned to Cassandra, who was also clearly shaken by the 
event. 

“What did you people expect to happen after the events of today? 
You know he has a heart condition!” she accused. 

Regaining most of her composure, Cassandra shot back, 

“They will revive him because he may be useful to them. He’s 
very lucky. These people can be ruthless.” 

Mabel was coming to the conclusion that the least ruthless person 
she knew was Hank - despite some of his ruthless actions of the past. 

She shot an angry gaze at Cassandra, who seemed to have recov- 
ered from her own shock - even softened. 

“Come on,” said Cassandra, touching her arm. “We’ve all been 
through a lot. It’s bending the rules a bit, but ll take you to 
my suite while they do what they can for Hank. It’s a little more 
intimate and comfortable than the projection room.” 

Suddenly overwhelmed with grief and fatigue, Mabel allowed her- 
self to be lead by Cassandra into the hall. 
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The waiting game 


HE suite was modest compared to anything Mabel had seen in 

the sky, but comfortable. The only decoration was a small 

pot of pink tulips, apparently grown throughout the complex for the 

nutritional value of their bulbs. Cassandra explained that sometimes 

occupants of the complex would bring a small pot of these food items 

back to their rooms to enjoy their beauty as well. Anyone who did 
that also took responsibility for pollinating the flowers. 





Cassandra’s quarters were no less efficient. 

Three, small, eight-sided rooms clustered together like cells in a 
honey comb emanated the same blue hue as the halls. Cassandra 
explained that she had chosen the blue, iridescent colour scheme that 
she grew up with because she found it comforting. The scientists 
living underground had learned from visitors to Café Libra how to 
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recreate the blue walls and disappearing doors of sky dwellers long 
before she got there. 

“That particular blue is a product of the technology that makes 
it all possible, so having it in my room was easy. Others down 
here prefer different decors and colours for their living spaces. That 
is harder to achieve using this technology. To keep it cozy for most 
people, blue halls and walls are normally reserved for security areas,” 
she said. 

Then she gave Mabel a brief demonstration of how two cells could 
become one, open concept living space by sliding one wall into an- 
other. Despite the pervasive blue and white of everything in the 
room, it was obvious that she didn’t go for the open concept option 
often. Living area end tables and chairs that normally backed onto 
the wall now competed with a large dresser that almost blocked the 
view of her unmade double bed. 

“This is as creative as I can get with the decor I’ve chosen,” she 
added before pressing her remote to slide the wall back into place. 
‘Tm not sure what they have planned for you but I’d be surprised 
if your quarters were this big or this close to sensitive areas. That’s 
why it is taking so long to prepare them. Things could change, too, 
if Hank doesn’t make it.” 

Mabel looked toward the door, still open to a long, blue tunnel. 

“You’d never find him,” Cassandra said, as if reading her mind. 
“Why do you think we took you out and confused you after your 
hospital stay? We could have just kept you here and then sent for 
Hank, but then you would know how the hospital was connected to 
the rest of the colony. 

“Try to relax as much as you can for now. The fact that we have 
heard nothing yet is actually good news. We will be notified of the 
outcome and I’ll do my best to convince them that you should see 
him ... either way. 

“You can sit here,” she said, pushing a puffy, dark blue chair 
toward Mabel. 

Mabel sank into the chair, too tired to think but too anxious to 
rest. As she did so “Cosmos”, by Vangellis, started to play softly 
through Cassandra’s surround sound system. It really did help. 

Cassandra pulled an identical chair up in front of Mabel and 
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dragged a small coffee table between. 

“It could be a long night for both of us and I have questions for 
you as well,” she said as she moved toward a small, blue platform 
that jutted from one of the walls. 

The platform turned out to be some kind of heating device that 
allowed her to make tea, which she placed on the table in front of 
Mabel along with two small cups. 

“Green tea?” she asked as she filled the cup closest to her seat. 
Then she filled Mabel’s cup without waiting for a reply and pushed 
it toward her. 

Mabel allowed the steam to dampen her face for a moment before 
sipping the hot liquid, while Cassandra unceremoniously began to 
question. 

“How did you come into that bear?” she asked, and then without 
waiting for an answer, “What did Meredith tell you?” 

Mabel paused to enjoy the aroma of her steamy cup for a moment 
before placing it back on the table with a light click. Then she leaned 
forward and looked Cassandra directly in the eye. 

“You will answer at least one of my questions for every one of 
yours that I answer, if you want to know anything,” she said sternly. 

Cassandra did not flinch. 

“As I see it, I hold most of the cards here. However, if Meredith 
trusted you there’s no reason why I shouldn’t too. Very well, then, 
Pll start: 

“Exactly what did Meredith tell you about me?” 

Mabel drew in a deep breath. 

“She told me that you were her daughter and Yeshua’s wife,” she 
said. “Now ... What have you and your family gotten me and Hank 
into?” 

“T can’t possibly know that,” Cassandra retorted. “Now, we can 
go on like this or we can decide to provide one-another with real in- 
formation. I’ve already compromised my credibility here by bringing 
you to my chambers. Why not go all the way? 

“This is what I know: 

“Hank has information from Wilbur which you may or may not 
have. Yeshua wants that information and so do the ground dwellers. 
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I am unaware of the nature of the information except that it has to 
do with water. 

“You may have information that could help me to gain credibility 
down here, where I have chosen to stay indefinitely. What can you 
tell me about the water technology that Wilbur gave to Hank?” 

“Nothing,” said Mabel, “because I don’t know. Most of that 
conversation took place between Wilbur and Hank when Meredeth 
was off showing me bears. The water technology was supposed to 
be shared with other important people who would then give Yeshua 
some competition.” 

“That might be enough,” said Cassandra pensively. “The water 
technology down here is far more advanced than anything that has 
been developed on the surface but it’s hard not to hoard it and still 
maintain our secret existence. That is good news unless Yeshua just 
buys the other company. Do you know who it is?” 

Mabel doubted that even Hank knew. 

“T’ve told you all I know,” she said, sinking back in her chair. 

Cassandra pressed on. 

“Then tell me about the bears.” 

Mabel cleared her throat. “First you answer one for me, remem- 
ber? How did you come to be here?” 
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Cassandra’s story 


ASSANDRA wished her tea thoughtfully for a moment and then 

began: 

“As you probably know, I am a clone. What you may not know 
is that both of my daughters are clones as well. Being a clone in a 
world that values male fertility always made me feel a little discon- 
nected. Being an important man with no offspring can also cause 
one to question one’s value in society, though not as much. Peo- 
ple in the cloud classes can be victims of their own pecking orders, 
you see. Anyway, I felt sorry for Al because everyone seemed to be 
down on him for acting a little outside what society had decided was 
acceptable. I thought I’d found a kindred spirit. 

“Yeshua, I mean Al, married me when I was 18. He was already 
in his 50’s. It was kind of exciting to be courted by this important 
man. It made me feel so grown up. His bad reputation contributed 
only to the intrigue. 

“Every megalomaniac has already deluded himself into thinking 
that he’s a self-made man and Yeshua was no exception. He has 
never looked behind him at the broken bodies in his wake and neither 
did I. 

“He gets into your head. He used to make me crazy with his 
“What is isn’t and what isn’t is.” He confuses people to control 
them. He deliberately tries to duplicate himself through people. 
sets people up, makes you want to believe him, makes you afraid not 
to believe him.” 
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Cassandra explained that cloud-dwelling women derive their sta- 
tus from blood lines and their husbands’ success. From that perspec- 
tive she had made a good match. When she had children, ostensibly 
by him, this also improved his social status and in some way re- 
deemed her. He had not only kindly taken in a clone, but his blue 
blood line would appear to continue. 

Behind the scenes he was a different person. In the end, despite 
social pressure a confused and frightened Cassandra would become 
one of the few privileged cloud dwelling women to ever dare to leave 
her abusive husband. Usually what followed such a courageous de- 
parture was physical abuse, followed by a bribe to shut them up. 
Most women just disappeared behind their apologies while their ex 
husbands went on with their illustrious public lives. 

“At first he gave me a lot of wife and child support, but he made 
sure that every penny went into my lawyer’s pocket”, said Cassandra. 
“He’s good at looking good on paper.” 

He gave her complete custody of the children, too, safe in the 
knowledge that in the end he still held the purse strings. Effectively, 
she had all of the responsibility and he had all of the power and 
he would not let her forget that. Al Sleezvedro, or Yeshua, called 
Cassandra every day to harass. 

“He was really a man of 5 voices,” Cassandra explained. 

“He had the pleasant, musical voice he used when there was some- 
one to impress listening in. Before we were married he used to use 
that one to make all the promises to me that he never kept. 

“There was the abrupt, bullying voice he used on me when there 
were no witnesses. 

“Of course you could always tell when he’d been hanging around 
a church or zendo because he used his enlightenment voice to show 
how deep and superior he was. 

“Then there was his soft, sleazy voice - the one he used when he 
wanted to get you to do something - kind of pedophily sounding. 
He also used that one on his daughters when he wanted to get in- 
formation from them or plant ideas that might hurt their mother ... 
me. 

“The fifth one was kind of comical, really, but then sex related 
things so often are. His “sexy” voice was kind of a deep, “ruurururu” 
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sound he made in the back of his throat while saying words through 
his nose. He knew I liked deep voices and he thought I might find it 
seductive. Amusing as it could sometimes be to watch him I thought 
I'd better not comment. 

“A year after we parted I tried an exclusive dating phone line 
once on the advice of a friend. I was so tired of being alone. What 
was I thinking? The upper echelons of society are very small and we 
all know each other. 

“He left an incoherent message in my dating box, or at least I 
think it was him. There can’t be two guys out there who think 
“ruurururu” sounds sexy.” 

Cassandra ended her mimicry with a chuckle, then sobered. The 
rest of the story she told in an indifferent monotone, as if to get it 
over with, as if she had told it so many times that it now bored even 
her: 

For over 20 years after leaving her husband Cassandra received 
no sympathy in the courts, especially from the infamous Justice 
Elizabeth Bola. It was rumored that Bola liked men because they 
gave the best bribes. 

“Who are they going to believe?” sighed Cassandra. “... a clone 
or a soft-spoken, rich man who says he just wants to put the family 
back together?” 

Meanwhile Yeshua monitored her every move, stalked and ha- 
rassed her. He infiltrated her friendships, and bribed and manipu- 
lated her children. He would take her to court and then complain, 
“If she would only let it go!” (Letting it go meant doing everything 
he said.) 

Even as he ensured her financial ruin through corrupt lawyers, 
judges and officials, he continued to leave a paper trail that made 
him look like the reasonable one. 

Cassandra’s final attempts to protect herself from his accusations 
resulted in Legal Aid liens, because Wilbur refused to finance a lost 
cause, and ongoing harassment from what passed for Legal Aid to 
repay them. 

“Our laws are stupid,” she growled. “In order to qualify for Legal 
Aid you have to be so badly off that you can’t afford to pay it back. 
I guess they thought my family would save me but if they had tried 
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it would have gone on and on.” 

Though he seldom visited the children, Yeshua remained a poison 
seeping through Cassandra’s life. When he did call them it was 
always just as Cassandra was preparing for bed, so that he would 
be the last thing on everyone’s mind as they went to sleep. He kept 
Cassandra and her daughters on a financial roller coaster for as long 
as he could, controlling every aspect of their lives. 

Through manipulation and coercion he built a social reality that 
was unbearable for her. To the sky dwellers his fantasy made more 
sense than the reality Cassandra had lived, and it made more inter- 
esting, less nuanced gossip. 

Cassandra knew that her biggest mistake was marrying him in 
the first place, but the way society saw it her mistake was that she 
had the balls to leave. 

To the vapid socialites that existed in the upper reaches of Toronto, 
she was just another woman sacrificed on the altar of motherhood, 
not worth saving. 

“It’s hard to speak the truth when the truth contains an ugliness 
that no one wants to hear about. No one wanted to know what I 
was going through. People like happy stories. Years of harassment 
and stalking by my ex ruined any chance of a good life within my 
class,” sighed Cassandra. 

When her children were old enough, Cassandra started spending 
a lot of time at Café Libra. In the end it was the only place where 
she still saw her children, both of whom had decided not to leave 
their lives of ease in the clouds. Both girls remained happily with 
their peers, who didn’t know that they were the the clones of a clone. 

When she first started spending extended time on the ground, 
Cassandra’s health suffered. Eventually she built up some strength 
within this new environment. With enough practice she could out- 
last her ex husband, though she sometimes had to avoid his (some- 
times unwitting) emissaries. 

Her biggest problem at that point was limited funds. 

Eventually Cassandra was able occasionally to smuggle technol- 
ogy from the clouds. She traded it for alternative currency, which 
was, frankly, more useful on the ground than conventional currency. 

At first she had to make regular trips back to the heights of 
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Toronto to steal things. People up there were already convinced 
that she was just that crazy girl from Halifax and therefore not 
worth their time. Their summary dismissal of her as anyone worthy 
of notice made it easier to wander through, and bits of abandoned 
technology were not hard to come by. 

At last, during one special Sky-Night party at Café Libra, a “con- 
nection” offered her a way out. In the confusion of helicopters that 
arrived that night to pick up sky-bound revelers, she just didn’t get 
into a helicopter pod. No one in the sky cared or even noticed for a 
few days because she had been isolating herself anyway. 

During visits to the ground, she was able to undergo some ge- 
netic transformations that would enable her to live with the ground 
dwellers forever. 

After that, Cassandra approached her two daughters, who had 
come to Café Libra to look for her. Relieved that she was at least 
alive, intrigued by her outrageous behavior and not wanting to take 
responsibility should anyone learn of her whereabouts, they called 
off the search. Cassandra simply became a rare missing sky person 

. a renegade clone. 

People could go missing if they weren’t very important in the 
hierarchy to begin with. Most returned to their less rigorous lives in 
the sky sooner or later with tails held firmly between their legs. 

Of course Yeshua made the rounds in Sky society trying to stir 
things up, pretending to care for her welfare. That caused a flurry 
for a week or so and put a dent in her daughters’ partying. 

“The only ones who really cared were Wilbur and Meredith and 
the only one personally concerned about my welfare was Meredith 
... After a week, former friends started to lose interest,” Cassandra 
explained. 

But Yeshua never lost his obsession. The wispy, coughing char- 
acter would sometimes stay too long at Café Libra looking for his 
estranged wife. If he overstayed his planned visit for a couple of hours 
he couldn’t handle the air pressure and pollution on the ground. 

“That man you were writing on behalf of is a sociopath, Mabel,” 
Cassandra said solemnly. 

“He wanted children. He hoped for boys so that they would 
inherit Wilbur’s business without any strings attached. Then he 
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could manipulate his sons to get whatever he wanted. However, he 
quickly discovered that he was unable to conceive. Still trying to 
please him I offered to be cloned. It is possible to be cloned these 
days without having to bear children but he insisted that I carry 
them inside my body. to term, so that he could boast that they 
were his. 

“Of course it’s easier to clone girls and get a good result. The 
boy triplet died in-utero. 

“As time went on Yeshua became more and more difficult and 
unkind. I could do nothing right. The day he hit me in front of the 
children I took the girls, left immediately and filed for divorce. 

“For a few years the girls and I lived with Meredith and Wilbur 
but when the children grew older and more independent Yeshua 
asked for joint custody. The courts granted it. I didn’t want to 
make it public that they were clones because I feared for them, both 
from the perspective of their self esteem growing up and what Yeshua 
might do to them. Meredith knows. Wilbur doesn’t. 

“Meanwhile, Yeshua charmed them, lied to them and for a while 
even turned them against me. 

“The world in the sky is a very small place. Yeshua is a brilliant 
con man and a very good actor. He can bring you to tears and make 
you want to help him even as he robs you blind. 

“Now that the girls are fully adult they know what took place 
but they really don’t care. All they want to do is have fun.” 

Cassandra choked out the last words, recovered, and changed the 
subject. 

“So, what do you know about the bears?” 
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The bear truth 


know that Meredith’s bears are used in a women’s sneaker-net, of 
which you are a part, but exactly what is on those chips I don’t 
know,” said Mabel. “You probably know more about it than I.” 

“Not really. I never got into it much. I know the code well 
enough to know that a fuchsia bear means danger is eminent and 
the message inside corroborated that, but it doesn’t matter anymore 
anyway. Everybody will be so busy rebuilding Halifax that there 
won’t be time to worry about drone installations. No one expected 
that tsunami, no one!” 

Cassandra paused for a moment and looked worried. 

“That Meredith guessed that I might by now be a ground dweller 
is worrying. Sky dwellers are not supposed to know about ground 
dwellers, or our technology. I didn’t. It took them a long time to 
trust me even after months of smuggling sky technology to them. 
There must have been a security leak. 

“Now I’ve answered two of your questions for my one, but I’m out 
of questions for you, since you allayed my concerns about Meredith 
and the girls when you told me they were in Taiwan.” 

Mabel leaned forward assertively and folded her hands on the 
table. 

“Well, as long as we’re talking, maybe you can tell me what is so 
important about blue luminescent walls,” she said. 

Cassandra seemed relieved by that question. 

“Anti-bacterial,” she said. “That shade of luminescent blue kills 
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bugs, so to speak.” 

Encouraged, Mabel continued. 

“’.. and why would the ground dwellers trust you enough to take 
you in when they could have just as easily kept the technology and 
killed you?” 

“That’s easy,” said Cassandra. “They know I can never go back 
now. On the ground, my choices are limited to working the black 
market. It’s a tough life and there is always the risk of prison, or 
worse ... being returned to Yeshua. I can live here in relative luxury. 

“Anyway, I was married to the world’s biggest water magnate. 
It’s been less than a year since I was welcomed underground. More 
information of use to them might still come to mind.” 

“These people seem to have water technology that far surpasses 
anything in the sky. Why would Yeshua even be on their radar?” 
Mabel asked. 

Cassandra looked weary. 

“It’s more than wanting to control all of the drinking water. 
Yeshua is very aware that the military makes fuel from sea water. 
He wants to control all water and along with it transportation and 
the military. He would destroy the underground just to erase the 
simple technology we have for making water widely available. The 
man is insatiable and unstoppable.” 

“And why was I abducted and brought here?” Mabel asked. 

“That’s simple too. You were nosy and you wouldn’t stop poking 
around. Then it looked like you might know something about Hank’s 
errand for Wilbur. 

“The tsunami changed everything.” 

Cassandra’s face softened into a faint smile and she relaxed back 
into her chair. 

“If we’re lucky, Yeshua died in the flood,” she said wistfully, “but 
since his condo is high above Toronto that is unlikely - unless his 
copter is one of the few that were co-opted by the owner’s robots. 

“Those robots are smart. There were a few sky dwellers who 
didn’t make it because they had more than one robot. Some robots 
took off with their robot friends leaving the people behind. If they 
are ever found they will be destroyed.” 
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“T know nothing of Hank’s deal with Wilbur,” said Mabel, bring- 
ing her back to the present. “My time in the clouds was spent with 
Meredith while Hank and Wilbur talked business. ... so, I guess that 
means that they’ll let me go soon.” 

Cassandra cleared her throat. 

“You, in particular, were being physically prepared to spend a 
lot of time down here. I’m not sure what role they have planned 
for you, or why they would pick someone your age, but there are 
quirks to our sub-sol existence that can wear on one’s physiology. It 
took you a little longer than we expected but your body responded 
well to some minor genetic manipulation that will help you to stay 
healthy down here for long periods if necessary. You might still want 
to spend some time in the sun rooms from time to time. I’m not so 
sure about Hank ...” 

Mabel felt violated. 

“You abducted me! You manipulated my DNA! Would it never 
have occurred to anyone to ask? What are the side effects? Does 
anyone even know? I lost three weeks of my life, and for what? 
Hank may have lost his life because you people felt you needed in- 
telligence!” 

Cassandra waited for Mabel’s anger to subside, or at least to 
become less vocal, before responding. 

“If you were not here, your life would have been over soon any- 
way,” she said calmly. “Do you think Yeshua doesn’t know that you 
spent several days with Meredith and Wilbur? DNA manipulation 
is the least of your worries. From the perspective of anyone in the 
sky, you are dispensable. 

“If you are part of the bear sneaker-net now, Meredith would try 
to protect you but there is only so much she could do. Either way, 
if it came to a showdown you would be sacrificed for the good of the 
group. There would be no cavalry should Yeshua capture you and 
anything you said would be dismissed as the ravings of a crazy old 
lady. 

“The sub-ground dwellers are the closest thing you will find to 
a cavalry and even then it’s only because you may have something 
they need, or because they think they may be able to use you down 
the road. If you play along, you may survive. If not, your strategies 
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had better be very ...” 

A small chime sliced through the background music which was 
already looping for the third time, cutting Cassandra off. Her door 
opened to reveal Joe, this time in khaki pants and a beige, short 
sleeved shirt. 

“Hank made it, uh ... Mabel. Cassandra, you can take her to see 
him now.” 

Mabel stood up suddenly and turned to Cassandra, who ap- 
peared to be taking her time. 

“On the way I should tell you about some of the things that you 
may find different here. For one thing, due to smaller spaces and 
air re-circulation, many of the perfumes and shaving lotions that are 
used everywhere else are forbidden - especially the ones that include 
pheromones. The ones with pheromones combine with the chemicals 
of each individual to create a unique sexual scent, which everyone 
has anyway, but they really enhance it. You may find yourself less 
interested in Hank than you have been of late.” 

Mabel did not try to hide her irritation at this latest invasion of 
privacy. 

“Is there nothing ... ?” she began. 

“T’m just letting you in on standard procedure,” Cassandra inter- 
rupted. “The shaving lotion Hank uses is full of pheromones. Down 
here we don’t allow it because it’s just more air to clean and recycle.” 

Cassandra ushered Mabel through the door. 

“You mean ... ?” Mabel began again. 

“No one has perfected the use of pheromones like the sky people,” 
Cassandra interrupted once again. “It’s in most quality shaving lo- 
tions and perfumes anyway but up there they put it into everything. 
Visiting diplomats will be treated to it in their personal pools. The 
host will send it through the air vents if they think it will help to 
get people to relax their guard. 

When I was young I knew AI used it, but I didn’t care. I didn’t 
know how effective it could be. I fell in love with an old man who 
sweet talked me and laid on the pheromones. 

“Meredith warned me about this, but at the time I didn’t want to 
know. I was exploring my sexuality. He was very sweet at first and 
he smelled great! He promised me the world. I was pretty naive.” 


190 


CHAPTER 43. THE BEAR TRUTH 





Mabel fell silent and let Cassandra babble. She felt irritable and 
moody. 

Cassandra paused and added softly, “.... but then, Yeshua and I 
didn’t have a history together or anything. There are lots of things 
that were different from you and Hank.” 

“Is nothing private?” Mabel snapped. 

Just then a wall door opened and Mabel found herself looking 
into a hospital room at the end of a long hall. Another door opened 
to reveal Hank, surrounded by blue-green luminescence, lying on 
a cot in his hospital gown. He was still hooked up to monitoring 
equipment but appeared to be breathing on his own. He stared 
blankly in her direction, stretching his free arm toward her, 

“What have you done to him?” Mabel hissed at Cassandra. 

“Saved his life?” Cassandra shot back sarcastically. 

Mabel forgot her own fatigue. She ran down the hallway and 
threw herself into the chair beside Hank’s cot. Cassandra and Joe 
did not try to stop her, though they remained close behind. 

Holding his hand between both of hers, Mabel repressed a tear 
before collapsing forward onto his arm. 
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The fake escape 


ABEL awoke with a start and found herself trying to focus on 
the face of Joe that hovered above her. 

“You seem to spend a lot of time unconscious around here, uh ... 
Mabel.” 

Once again she was lying on a cot in a unique hospital room. 
This time Hank slept peacefully on his own cot beside her. The 
colour had returned to his cheeks and except for a heart monitor 
and one IV, the room appeared to be devoid of its former plethora 
of technology. 

Mabel raised herself on one elbow and tried to focus on her sur- 
roundings. Without colour variations or directional lighting, every- 
thing including Joe appeared to be suspended in blue. 

“T hate that colour,” she mumbled under her breath. 

“That’s how we know you are getting better,” Joe laughed. “Do 
you want me to wake up Hank?” 

“When he’s ready. ... How long have we been here?” Mabel de- 
manded. It occurred to her that once again she may have completely 
lost track of time. 

Joe smiled again, this time kindly. 

“Down here things aren’t always measured in days, but I can tell 
you that the water above ground has subsided enough for ground 
crews from the North to start clearing the debris. I’d say it’s been 
about three surface-days.” 

“Your friends in Loon Cove must miss you,” said Mabel, trying 
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to segue into some personal conversation about Joe. 

Joe crossed his arms and leaned against a surface she was starting 
to recognize as a wall. 

“You must be hungry,” he said, evading the question. 

“When can we leave?” Mabel asked, glancing over at Hank. 

“That isn’t recommended yet. Wait until the prison crews have 
at least cleared the stench. You don’t want to go up there right 
now. Down here you are safe. Let things settle down a bit before 
you think about leaving. 

“But you might want me to wake Hank up. We've been keeping 
him in an artificially induced coma until we can figure out what to 
do with him.” 

Mabel narrowed her eyes and started to open her mouth, but Joe 
interrupted her. 

“Hank will be just fine. In fact, he’ll be better than before. 

“You just passed out for a few days, which is normal after some 
of your treatments. Anyway, there may be some things you need to 
know to help to ensure your survival in the aftermath of all this. We 
have decided to let you go if you behave yourselves.” 

“We!” Mabel exclaimed. “Who is this “we” you talk about? Who 
are these people?” 

“Allin good time,” said Joe as he pulled a syringe from the drawer 
in Hank’s table. 

Mabel said nothing but slumped back into her cot, while Joe 
injected a clear substance into Hank’s IV. 

Soon Hank began to stir. 

“Mabel, honey ...” he began. 

Why did it still annoy her when he called her “Mabel, honey”? 

Joe immediately set about separating Hank from his heart mon- 
itor. 

“You will both have to return to the hospital for a couple more 
sleep cycles but for now you need exercise, ” he glibly quipped. 

Then he turned and swept out of the room. 

Moments later, a nurse entered carrying two tiny, blue jumpsuits. 
She instructed them to dress while lying on their cots, since they may 
feel a bit dizzy when they first stand up, and left abruptly. 
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Mabel and Hank looked at one-another for a few moments and 
at the tiny jumpsuits that lay on the side of Hank’s cot. Hank was 
the first to speak, 

“Mabel, where are we?” 

Mabel took his hand and squeezed it as she pushed a jumpsuit 
toward him. 

“What do you remember, Hank?” 

Now it was Hank’s turn to be unaware of the passing of time. 
For a moment he looked confused. Then the colour drained from his 
face. He collapsed forward onto his hands and sobbed, 

“Everyone in there probably died, Mabel. They would have been 
locked in at Sonatto. The water will have destroyed the electronics 
that open the doors. They all died .... so many promising young 
people ... my friends, my coworkers, my prayer group ... all gone.” 

At least there was no brain damage. Hank seemed to have re- 
membered everything. 

Mabel held him until he ceased sobbing. Once again she gently 
pushed a tiny jumpsuit toward him. 

“It seems that this place is our chance for survival now. We may 
find out more once we’re out of the hospital. How are you feeling ... 
I mean, physically?” 

Hank did not answer, but laid back down and stared at the ceil- 
ing. 

“T still don’t know how you’re supposed to go to the bathroom in 
these things,” Mabel rumbled as she pushed her leg into one of the 
suits. The fabric gently expanded to engulf her leg. 

Hank still did not stir. He looked exhausted, despondent. 

By contrast, Mabel felt surprisingly robust. She slipped her 
temperature-controlled jumpsuit over the rest of her body and started 
helping Hank into his. 

His body was no longer firm. He was losing weight too rapidly. 

“T think you need food,” she nagged, trying to hide her concern as 
she pulled the gossamer fabric over his arm. “Down here the rooms 
are small but the food rivals that of Café Libra. We’ll have to fatten 
you up again.” 

Suddenly they both startled at a voice from behind. They hadn’t 
heard Joe slip into the room. 
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“That’s because it’s the same food,” he said. “This is where it is 
grown ... that is to say, some of the pods are dedicated to growing 
food. I have permission to take you to see the upper gardens, if 
youre up to it.” 

Mabel pictured windows full of creepy vines casting shadows into 
the streets of Toronto and turned to Hank. 

“T believe I’ve been there,” said Hank, who sat on the edge of his 
cot glaring at Joe. 

“But Mabel hasn’t,” said Joe, unruffled.” 

“How many people have you had killed because they caught a 
glimpse of your secret window gardens?” Hank demanded. 

Joe looked more irritated and impatient with Hank’s remark than 
angry. 

“Wait here,” he said as he turned and left. The door closed behind 
him. 

Immediately Mabel started feeling the walls. 

“It’s an illusion, Hank. It’s just a hologram that makes you think 
there are no doors. Help me look.” 

But Hank didn’t have to look. A door at the end of the cots slid 
open, seemingly in response to Mabel’s groping. This one opened 
onto a darkened room where a security guard slept at his desk. Be- 
hind him on the wall was an array of electronic keys. 

Mabel stepped into the gloom and headed straight for the desk. 
Against his better judgment, Hank caught up with her. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” he stage-whispered, grabbing 
her arm and spinning her around. “Do you want to get us both 
killed?” 

Mabel ripped her arm from his grasp and with two long strides 
landed herself right beside the guard. She snatched a key from be- 
hind his head and slipped stealthily across the lobby to the door 
with a large number three over its archway. 

By now Hank was panting by her side. 

“This is the door to the outside,” she whispered, groping around 
the edges. 

The door remained steadfastly closed. 

“Help me grope,” she whispered to Hank. 

Hank began to slip his hands over the wall, also to no avail. 
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Then Mabel examined the key. One side appeared to contain a 
magnetic surface. She continued along the wall until at last a small 
imperfection indicated that she had hit pay dirt. 

Feeling the contours with both hands, Mabel slid the electronic 
key over the impression in the wall. Several metres away, a wall 
opened onto a blue tunnel that sloped down at a 30 degree angle. 

The security guard stirred and coughed. 

Mabel grabbed Hank’s hand and strode steadfastly toward the 
opening. 

The door automatically closed behind them, leaving them alone 
in a nondescript tunnel that only lead them deeper into the earth. 

“If they were going to kill us they wouldn’t have saved our lives,” 
she said, groping for an impression in the wall. Finding none, she 
took his hand to lead him through the tunnel. 
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Walls that aren’t walls 


T was a long time before the tunnel stopped sloping downward, 
| and an even longer stretch of straight road before it reached a 
dead end. Mabel felt the wall again, looking for a place to put her 
stolen key. This time she knew what she was looking for, and she 
found it quickly. But this time two tunnels opened up before them. 
The one to the left lead deeper into the earth and the one to the 
right appeared to have an upward slope. 

They started up the long road toward the surface. 

By now Hank was becoming too weary for the upward climb. 

“T don’t want to push you, Hank, but if you can slowly crawl 
toward freedom that might be better than being interrogated by 
these people,” she encouraged. 

After a brief rest they were off again, more slowly this time. With 
no one in sight, maybe they could talk. 

“When were you in their gardens?” asked Mabel, once again 
taking the arm of her companion. 

“T wasn’t,” puffed Hank. “I saw them through the windows like 
you did, and now I wish we’d let Joe just show them to us. Why do 
I let you get me into these situations?” 

“Ahem ... You coerced me into coming to Toronto to work on a 
project I would never have chosen, for all I know just to make me 
stop writing letters against your master. Then you controlled every 
aspect of my life to enhance your own prestige ... and when I try to 
escape from a trap you got us into, you follow me and then blame 
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me for bringing you along! If you don’t want to escape with me, just 
sit down here. Eventually someone will find you and take you back 
to the hospital,” Mabel snapped, quickening her step. 

Hank said nothing, but stopped in the hallway. 

Mabel paused and turned, and then started walking again, this 
time more slowly. Hank was just being Hank. At his worst he could 
be whiny and passive aggressive with a tendency to blame others for 
the things he regretted ... but he had recently had a heart attack. 

Hank cleared his throat. 

“Harumph. OK Mabel. You win. The fact is that neither of us 
knows what to expect now. We are all we have.” 

Mabel stopped and waited while Hank walked slowly toward her. 
She took his arm and they continued together, pausing frequently so 
that Hank could rest. For the next half hour they slowly made their 
way up the grade in silence. 

At last they came upon the end of another tunnel. By now Mabel 
was adept at finding key impressions and efficiently opened the final 
portal into a long, rectangular room infused with pink light. 

An enormous window covered in vines spanned the facing wall. 
There was no way onto the street. 

She rushed to the window pulling Hank with her, pushed aside 
several vines and peered out into the same barren street that she 
had visited with Hank when they first arrived in Toronto. 





“Welcome to the beginning of your tour,” said a voice behind 
them. 
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Mabel whirled around to find Joe standing behind a wheel chair 
with his hand stretched out in her direction. 

Feeling despondent and beaten, she handed over the key. 

“Thank you, little lady,” said Joe. “You took the long and arduous 
route, and without your breakfast to boot. 

“You have no idea how rare and precious it is to be offered this 
tour, or how little you deserve it under the circumstances,” he said 
as he helped Hank into the wheel chair. 

Hank stopped glaring and fought the gratitude that was starting 
to show in his face. 

Then Joe switched to a professional tone and launched immedi- 
ately into a monologue about the complex. 

“The room you are standing in is one of many that we call the 
lungs of the complex. Here we have planted vines specially bred to 
produce extra oxygen. The air from this area is circulated through- 
out the complex via a series of ducts and filters.” 

“Who are ... ?” Mabel began, but Hank shushed her. 

“Just listen,” he breathed. 

“This room zs rather refreshing,” Mabel added, still scanning the 
room for an exit and not at all remorseful. 

“Well, it depends on where you are standing,” said Joe. “From 
vents in the corners the used air from the complex is pumped back 
in. You won’t die from it but it won’t leave you energized if you 
stand there for long either. And in between are the air ducts for 
oxygenated air fresh from the plants. En route to the other pods, 
the air is filtered and mixed with a number of gases to make it more 
like air from the surface, only clean. 

“Our plants are a little over zealous sometimes. Extended periods 
in too much oxygen isn’t good for you either so we don’t recommend 
that people stay here for too long. 

“If the plants seem to be under-producing, we have special lights 
to extend the hours between their rest cycles. It’s all about balance.” 

Joe gestured to some small LEDs scattered about the room before 
continuing, 

“Their resting phase is usually about 4 hours long ...” 

Once again the door opened, revealing the hall. 
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Mabel was starting to feel fatigued but she wouldn’t give Joe, if 
that was his name, the satisfaction of knowing it. She squared her 
shoulders, pushed past both men and started down the hall. 

“Turn left here,” said Joe as Mabel startled to a door opening 
beside her. 

She stopped to let him lead them into a small pod where a meal 
for two was already laid out on a small, circular, olive coloured table 
with one matching chair. Once again the walls were translucent blue, 
a sensibly sterile choice for a room where food would be prepared. 

“Now you will have your dinner. Cassandra will be here in an 
hour to tell you what you need to know. After that I will guide you 
back to the hospital for your rest period,” he said on his way out. 

Hank was already rolling up to the table as the door closed behind 
Joe. 

“It’s a nice prison,” Mabel said as she pulled out her chair. “We’ve 
been advised to stay for a few days. You OK?” 

Hank didn’t answer. His appetite had clearly returned and soon 
he was tackling his favorite meal - roast duck. 

Mabel smothered her avocado salad in the sesame, tofu dressing 
that had been provided on the side and began to eat with gusto. 
With an hour to spare there would be plenty of time to grope the 
walls for possible doors, but this time she wasn’t planning her escape. 

Hank watched as her eyes squinted into the blue. 

“The wall’s smooth appearance is done with holograms. There 
must be cameras and all kinds of things we can’t see under that 
blue,” she said. 

When Mabel rose from her empty bowl, still chewing the last 
bite, only 20 minutes had passed. This should leave lots of time to 
explore such a small room. 

“Will you give it a rest?” Hank grumbled under his breath. 

“Aren’t you curious at all?” Mabel shot back. “If something opens 
I won’t go in but I really want to know what is on these walls!” 

With that the wall behind her disappeared, revealing an expres- 
sionless Cassandra lounging in a reclining chair. 

“Surprise,” she said dryly without looking up. 
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Answers and questions 


FTER a long pause, Cassandra stretched like a cat and slowly 
A pulled herself up. 

“All right. Let’s get this over with,” she said, gesturing for them 
to follow her through an opening that appeared in the far wall. “We’ll 
start with a video tour.” 

The opening lead to a cinema room much like the one in which 
they had witnessed the destruction of Halifax. A scattering of chairs 
suggested the hasty retreat of some previous group and the room 
smelled of coffee, but no one was offering a drink. 

“Sit anywhere,” said Cassandra as the lights faded. 

Hank rose from his wheel chair and pushed a chair up beside 
Mabel. He felt on her lap for her hand and held it between his. 

“You know, I’ve missed our closeness,” he whispered wearily. “I 
want you to know that.” 

This uncharacteristic show of insecurity seemed awkward and out 
of place. It spoke to Hank’s deep disorientation. Mabel squeezed his 
hand for reassurance. 

Her back hurt and despite an energizing meal she felt tired. She 
tilted her chair and closed her eyes for a moment, trying to remember 
whether there had been time for yoga that day or even which day it 
was. The lights dimmed. She felt Hank’s hand loosen its grip as he 
started to drift, but he didn’t snore. Had something been done to 
him that improved his breathing? Then the room was flooded with 
flickering light from the three projection surfaces. 
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Hank slowly awakened as the screens came alive with what ap- 
peared to be a tour of the complex and its technology. It really was 
informative and much easier on their old knees than traipsing up 
and down halls on an incline. 

They learned about gardens lit by LED lights, deep underground 
and processing pods where vegetation was turned into everything 
from synthehol to meat analogues, to be consumed locally and sold 
through Café Libra. Few knew that Café Libra was connected to the 
complex through a series of tunnels to the main complex. 

Most sub-sol dwellers never visited Café Libra. Some thought it 
was a security risk. Others saw it as a secure and necessary con- 
nection to information about the outside world. Many just didn’t 
care about this clever dumping ground for excess production and 
window on the outside world. If production outstripped their ability 
to build and manage secure, new tunnels for storage it could be sold 
off through Café Libra. If technological advances above might prove 
a threat, they could at least keep tabs on it. 

Mabel smiled at the prospect of a confirmed carnivore like Hank 
not knowing that he was eating vegetarian food. 

“May we visit the growing and processing facilities?” she asked 

Annoyed at the interruption Cassandra stopped the stream of 
information and images long enough to say, 

“Don’t interrupt. You will be told when you can ask questions.” 

The movie began again, this time showing some walls and halls 
that looked very different from the smooth blue they were accus- 
tomed to seeing. Holographic projectors, tiny cameras and smooth, 
sliding doors lined the walls and ceilings of the complex, providing 
an artfully created illusion designed to confuse and trap any intrud- 
ers who may succeed in breaking in, or wander in through one of 
the many entrances hidden in plain site throughout the streets of 
Toronto. 

Should this happen, the unfortunate wanderer would be cornered 
and trapped like stray wildlife, treated to questionable memory ma- 
nipulation and relocated a safe distance away, or even killed. 

The memory manipulation was not sophisticated enough to se- 
lect specific memories and delete them, so the amnesic victim might 
wander for days until someone recognized them. Sometimes death 
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was deemed to be the kinder option but Cassandra refused to elab- 
orate on how that determination was made. 

Next was an aerial view of the square where Mabel and Hank 
had been abandoned on that fateful day. Many entrances were said 
to emanate from this square, but they were not revealed in the film. 

Then the screen went blank and soft lighting flooded the room. 
Cassandra added the final narrative: 

“Now you know what you need to know in order to work with 
us,” said Cassandra. “The part you have visited thus far, except for 
the hospital, is all about illusion. We can confuse an intruder with 
holographic walls and objects that seem to defy gravity ... 

Even the keys are just decoys unless grasped by the right thumb 
print. We let you think the key worked for you but it was really 
the doorman who opened passages for you remotely, watching you 
on screen. Nothing in this region is what it seems to be - except 
the lungs of the complex, which are kind of a dead end from the 
perspective of anywhere you could go around here. 

“You were allowed to see and experience the lungs, but even they 
are not the only lungs. Those are the street-level lungs and the 
oldest in the complex. They use the old nano-glass technology that 
capitalizes on natural sunlight and filters for the kind of light plants 
thrive on. There is no way in or out of that lung complex from the 
street.” 

Cassandra swiveled her chair around to face Hank and Mabel for 
the first time since they entered the room. 

“You can ask your questions now and then [’ll take you on a 
tour,” she said, with undisguised irritation. 

“Good,” said Mabel. 

“How do you go to the bathroom when wearing suits that cover 
you from head to foot, without pulling the whole thing down to your 
knees? 

“Why have you taken such great pains to keep us healthy while 
threatening to kill us? 

“Why do you stay here when it obviously bores you? 

“Who is Joe, really? 

“How much of this complex will we see first hand? 

“Are we trapped here forever if we know too much? ... 


” 
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Cassandra cut her off: 

“You don’t. 

“We might be able to use you. 
“It’s my best option. 

“.. an operative. 

“’.. depends on you ... and, 


At that point a nurse walked in. 

“Tour’s over. Back to the hospital. Tomorrow’s a big day,” she 
said brusquely as she tugged at Hank’s wheel chair. Mabel recog- 
nized the young nurse from her first day in the hospital and won- 
dered what the population of this large complex might really be if 
the same few people kept showing up in every situation. If Joe was 
an operative he probably had the answers to her questions, but what 
information would he be willing to divulge; what was his role in the 
catacombs and what was his role in Loon Cove? 

“Where is Joe?” Mabel asked the nurse as Hank settled in for 
the ride. “I have some questions for Joe.” 

The nurse began to push Hank’s chair even though it had a power 
supply. She hand-gestured for Mabel to follow. 

“Gone,” she said. 
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Mysterious Joe 


ASSANDRA followed Hank, Mabel and their nurse back to their 

tiny hospital room. While the nurse helped Hank onto his cot, 

Cassandra settled into a padded, folding chair that had been placed 
by their bedside table. 

“Joe was the product of a union between an undisclosed sky 
dweller out slumming and a ground dweller with aspirations to im- 
prove her life. Sky dwellers all have a selection of fuck robots but 
they do like to take a walk on the wild side from time to time.” 

She paused for a moment as if to gage their level of interest in 
this gossip and leaned forward conspiratorially before continuing. 

“Children resulting from a sky-to-ground union usually resemble 
the more robust parent on the ground and no one is the wiser, but 
Joe didn’t look like his mother at all. He took after his sky-dwelling 
grandfather, prior to genetic manipulation. It must have been so 
embarrassing! ... short legs, dark hair, brown eyes ... the spitting 
image of what that family had hidden about their genetic past.” 

Cassandra stifled a giggle. 

“I suppose they could have genetically manipulated Joe too but 
there would still be the problem of what to do with the mother,” she 
continued, regaining her composure. 

“One of the most shameful things a sky dweller can do is to be 
caught associating with members of the opposite sex who are from 
the ground. A whole secret abortion industry has grown up around 
it 
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“... Story has it that his mother went so far as to have paternity 
confirmed. Then the father paid Joe’s mother a lot of money to 
make it go away. 

“Joe never knew his father but everyone knows it’s a true story. 
What else could explain his mother’s relative wealth and Indepen- 
dence as a ground-dwelling, single woman?” 

It was like echoes from a small town newspaper that used to 
arrive for free on the steps of every house in Loon Cove. Joe was 
only a little younger than Mabel and in her day, things like that 
might occasionally make the society gossip columns. 

“So, Joe’s mother refused to do the decent thing and abort, and 
that’s what it’s all about. I think there are laws covering that now, 
or at least there should be,” Cassandra concluded glibly with a flick 
of her wrist. 

Hank groaned as he shifted his body in the narrow cot. 

“That’s enough for now,” said Cassandra, standing up. Then, 
wordlessly, she stood the chair against the wall and left the room 
beaconing the nurse to follow. The door slid closed leaving Hank 
and Mabel alone in profound silence. 

As Cassandra’s and the nurse’s footsteps receded down the hall, 
Mabel rolled off her cot and began to pat the walls around the hos- 
pital room. Satisfied that they were solid she returned to her cot. 
Moments later the luminescence of the walls began to fade to the 
inky darkness meant to typify night. 

“Ive heard that story about Joe too,” wheezed Hank. “... and 
others. The issue is not how he came about but what he is.” 

Mabel dragged a pillow under her knees and rocked her pelvis a 
few times to loosen her back. 

“It makes some sense, but with an infertility problem in the clouds 
you'd think he’d be fighting for custody,” she mused, now speaking 
normally. “So what is your connection with Joe?” 

Hank took a deep breath before beginning: 

“IT met Joe when I was in recovery from alcoholism. I was vul- 
nerable and at that point it was a long way up. I’d lost my wife in 
a nasty divorce ... lost my son’s respect ... my job. Worst of all, I 
had no one but myself to blame. 

“Joe offered me hope. He said he wanted me to write his life 
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story. In return he would pay me serious money and provide me 
with a phone, a car and a top-of-the-line computer. 

“It seemed too good to be true. I kept wondering, why me? But 
Joe made everything sound plausible. 

“Joe told me he had serious money in hiding and a closet full of 
skeletons. He had a past in policing, as a government ghost, running 
contraband, mercenary work, acting as an operative and working 
under cover for various police departments ... and criminals. He said 
he was linked to a secret society that could make people disappear. 
It was a writer’s dream! 

“T wouldn’t have fallen for it if he hadn’t been paying me, though. 
He didn’t pay a lot for my time but he paid regularly and in cash, 
with a promise of more to come. He gave me an electronic tracking 
device through which I could contact him any time through a private 
number. 

“One day he told me that he would be leaving for the coast to 
make a film and that he would pay me everything in advance to 
finish his book. He assured me that his people had prepared the 
computer and would install it in my suite themselves. 

“Then, with the promise of things to come, Joe stopped paying 
me ... so I stopped working. Every day he promised that the money 
would come tomorrow, or after the weekend. The usual reason he 
gave for not paying me was that he was being chased for tax evasion 
and he didn’t want to implicate me, but I failed to see how the cash 
he was withholding would do anything but help me. I asked if it was 
possible to receive at least some of the payment. Somehow, though, 
everything had to be given to me as a package. 

“Joe even told me once that his men had taken the money out 
of his account and were holding it for me, and that the computer 
was just a debt someone owed him. So I couldn’t understand why 
he would withhold those things even if the government was looking 
into his banking affairs, but he did. Three months later my calendar 
was polka-doted with the days that he had ostensibly earmarked as 
my pay days. 

“Throughout it all he kept reminding me that I was part of a 
team and he never forgot his team members. I had met some of 
these people but Joe discouraged us from working directly with one 
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another. Then, one by one, he found reasons to drop each of them 
from the team. He even found fault with his betrothed, the woman 
for whom he’d left his wife. It seemed that I was the only team 
member left. 

“And then he stopped calling. 

“T knew all along that it was too good to be true. The whole 
thing was bizarre. Many bad and bizarre things have happened to 
me and to others I know, so I let myself believe that something good 
and bizarre could also happen. I just wanted to believe that it could 
be true. 

“At least I didn’t do anything rash in anticipation, like max out 
my credit cards. 

“Since then I have seen Joe around with questionable company. 
He also seems to get into some very exclusive places. Nobody I’ve 
talked to seems to know much about him but a lot of people with 
different political agendas obviously find him useful. For all I know 
he is some kind of double agent, but his behavior with me was more 
like that of a shammer, a petty con or a gang member. 

“Client confidentiality prevents me from sharing the details of 
many of the things he’s told me. Even if I did, would anyone believe 
me? If some of the things he’s told me are true he’s a bad dude, 
Mabel. Suffice it to say that he may have caused a lot of suffering.” 

Hank’s voice trailed off. 

“Are you the reason that Joe was spending so much time in Loon 
Cove?” Mabel asked. 

“T would never presume that,” said Hank. “Joe has his fingers 
in a lot of pies. I wouldn’t be surprised if some sort of intelligence 
gathering activities were what drew him to Loon Cove.” 

“Then why did you tell me that I could trust him “only” in Café 
Libra? Why should I trust him anywhere?” Mabel asked. 

“.. because there he can’t prove that you agreed to anything 
or send your out-of-context comments to anyone. Without his elec- 
tronic media he has nothing on you,” said Hank. Then, yawning, he 
added, “Anywhere that electronic media doesn’t work is a haven for 
his prey.” 

“Then why does he spend so much time here and at a place like 
Café Libra where his most important tools don’t work at all?” asked 
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Mabel. 

“That, you would have to ask Joe,” said Hank dismissively. 

Hank’s actions were starting to make sense to Mabel. The world 
he had been living in was fraught with Machiavellian intrigue. Maybe 
he was really trying to help her out of poverty while also trying to 
protect her from the demons that haunted his own life. Mabel had 
always tried to live simply, avoiding the rat race. Her life had mean- 
ing when she expressed herself in print, even if it wasn’t always read. 
It was no secret that Hank saw the simple choices she was making 
as a kind of naiveté which would only bring her further suffering. 

With all good intentions, he had taken her away from the pre- 
dictable subsistence that had become her life. She was touched that 
he cared to try. 

Mabel raised herself on one elbow and turned to face Hank, who 
was already stretching his arm across the gap between their cots. 
His hand fell awkwardly onto the edge of her cot and groped until it 
could find and engulf her free hand. As he drew it closer, his warm 
breath touched her hand and he spoke, voice soft with affection. 

“You know ... If we get out of this we should get married.” 

Mabel sighed and instinctively turned her head away in the dark. 
The thought of spending what was left of her life arguing in circles 
with his Christian talking points was not attractive. But his proposal 
didn’t annoy her this time. In fact it felt as if another barrier had 
melted from between them. For the first time since he left her Mabel 
felt trust. She dropped his hand and rolled out of bed to push her 
cot flush against his. Climbing back onto her cot she said softly, 

“And you know how I feel about the institution of marriage ... 
but I do want us to stay together and I believe I will always love 
you.” 

For a moment they did their best to cuddle over the raised edges 
of their two cots before rolling back into the curved middles of their 
respective beds, once again to settle for holding hands. Without the 
extra inspiration of artificial pheromones, each was content to simply 
revel in the warmth of their companionship. For several minutes no 
one spoke. Then Mabel broke the silence. 

“Just out of curiosity, when was I going to be paid?” 

Hank took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 
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“Well, that’s the other thing,” he said. “There were multiple 
sources. One was my contract work with Sonatto, which should be 
in my bank account now. I can pay you your portion of that when 
we get back. When my project with Joe geared up and he paid 
me, well, it was from that pot that I hoped to pay you. But the 
money didn’t come. There was supposed to be a writing contract 
for television too. It also never materialized. 

“T also tried to set you up in the Sonatto offices as a trainee so 
that they might eventually start paying you directly. People always 
start work there as unpaid apprentices. If you have the education 
it’s easy to get in. Hanging around long enough to be paid can be 
another story but I thought I could pull some strings and ...” 

“Everyone needs a dyslexic, unfocused admin assistant who is 
bored with details ...”. Mabel interrupted. 

“You’re a writer!” Hank countered. 

“You brought me down here based on a government contract, 
where I wasn’t really needed, and a promise from Joe ... whose real 
name you probably don’t even know ...” Mabel sighed, not trying 
to hide her exasperation. 

“Joe has been paying for the security devices,” said Hank, cutting 
her off. “He also found you when you disappeared that time ... Hon- 
estly, I didn’t know he moved freely in and out of the underground.” 

“So, for you your work with Sonatto is insurance? ... a cover?” 
Mabel queried. 

“T am a consultant for Sonatto. I’m also open to free-lancing 
when it comes my way ... especially if it looks like it might turn into 
something,” Hank replied. 

“T get the impression that it’s not over. Do you still somewhat 
trust him ... I mean, Joe?” Mabel exclaimed. 

Hank removed his hand from hers and rolled over to reach for 
the water bottle on his night table. He took a long drink and placed 
it back on the table before answering. 

“Joe promises big but after a while I started to realize that all he 
ever came across with were things through which he could monitor 
my activities. I got tired of bobbing on his string. I was supposed to 
be writing his book but the whole thing was beginning to look more 
like some kind of Ponzi scheme using people’s time and expertise as 
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currency. 

“And every time I stopped believing that he would keep his 
promises he enthusiastically upped the anti ... A $110 thousand re- 
tainer became $110 plus half a million in royalties. Then he started 
adding third party television contracts for even more money. Even- 
tually his sporadic calls promised $150,000 and a movie - writing 
contract, plus everything he had promised before. I never even saw 
the contracts that he promised I would be signing the very next day, 
or in a week, with other clients of his. 

“T should never have trusted him at all. There were so many tell- 
tale signs ... He was unreachable on the weekends and disappeared 
for long periods of time. I never met any of his friends, or even most 
of the people I was supposed to be working with. He didn’t seem to 
live anywhere. If we showed up at the same place and his ex wife 
was present he would avoid me. 

“He would try to get me excited about his promises, complain 
that I didn’t get excited about them, tell that other people who 
had written something for him for free knowing that eventually they 
would be paid ... 

“He said I was the only team member left because I was the only 
honest one ... the only one who could keep a secret ... the only one 
who stood by him through all the promises that he was forced to 
change ... his confidante.” 

“You're too smart for this, Hank. Why embark on this journey 
at all if you thought he was shady?” Mabel insisted. 

Hank sank wearily back into his cot. 

“Nothing turns people toward crime like poverty. He had been 
paying me from time to time, remember? He also said we were 
friends. I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe that my 
bizarrely bad life could become bizarrely good. Why should mis- 
ery have the corner on dramatic life events? He reminded me of 
what it felt like to have hope. I suppose I should thank him for that. 

“The television and movie contracts could have been real. We all 
know that celebrities pop up and disappear all the time. It’s those 
shadowy figures called ghost writers, working in the background, 
that endure. How many of them question the source of their fund- 
ing?” 
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Hank paused again, as though considering whether or not he 
should say any more. Then he continued, this time less defensively. 

“Unfortunately I promised you something that could not be de- 
livered unless Joe delivered to me. I really think you were collateral 
damage in this and I hope that you will at least be able to return to 
your little house in Loon Cove feeling somewhat better for having 
had an adventure. For the trouble I seem to have gotten you into, I 
am so sorry,” he said. 

Mabel’s mind wandered to her little shack back in Loon Cove, 
where a copy of the deed to Loon Cove Store probably lay buried 
somewhere under a pile of her new possessions. She wondered how 
she would afford the taxes on the store if Meredith changed her 
mind. Would she be expected to run a shady shadow business on 
the side, as her predecessor must have done? Would the established 
underworld gang up on a new comer? Did she dare sell the store? 
She thought of Meredith and her sassy clone, separated forever by 
an electronic ban in the underground, and the suffering that must 
be taking place only meters above their ceiling. 

Mabel slipped some long, bony fingers into Hank’s hand and 
squeezed it gently. She closed her eyes and sank her head into the 
pillow. So many things had happened that anything but returning 
to Loon Cove now seemed irrelevant. 

“So, that’s all this was about. Well, we’re in this together now,” 
she sighed. 
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In the eye of the beholder 


ORNING arrived in a haze of blue ... At least, Mabel thought it 
must be morning. The light had returned to the room. 

She struggled to pull herself out from under Hank’s arm, still 
limp and heavy across her stomach, and rolled stiffly off the cot. 
While Hank rumbled contentedly, Mabel did her half hour of yoga 
and downed the whole bottle of water that had waited all night on 
her cot-side table. She strapped the self-filling bottle to a loop that 
dangled from the side of her jumpsuit. 

Then, too restless to wait for Hank to wake up or for someone 
to come, she began to slide her hands over the walls near the place 
where Cassandra and the nurse had made their exits the night before. 
This time nothing dynamic responded to her touch, not even the 
crack she could feel marking the edge of the door. Bored and still a 
little weary from the day before, Mabel slid her back down the wall, 
stretched out her legs and closed her eyes. 

It was impossible for her to know how much time had passed 
by the time the sound of the sliding door swept away some random 
daydream. In that place it could be hard to know for sure what 
day it was. Except for gravity, “up” and “down” might have been 
called into question. Were it not for the clutter in Cassandra’s room 
she might have fantasized that the complex was some sort of sensory 
deprivation facility, an arm of the brainwashing department of “:nsert 
organization”. 

This time Cassandra came alone carrying two clean body suits 
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and some towelettes. 

“Wake Hank up. Today you get to learn everything you are 
allowed to know about us. In return, we will tell you what we want 
from you. Tap on the wall somewhere near the door when both of 
you are ready.” 

There was something different in her voice this time ... less agi- 
tation, as if things might be trending back to normal. 

While the door closed behind Cassandra Mabel was already shak- 
ing Hank to wakefulness. Fifteen minutes later she was knocking on 
the wall and soon they again found themselves in the briefing room. 

This time breakfast consisted only of one biscuit each and the 
bottles of water already on their person. Cassandra explained that 
the biscuits were ration foods that hadn’t been needed in the under- 
ground for a long time and that they would suffice as breakfast in 
order to expedite the morning schedule. 

Though a little dry, the biscuits were surprisingly satisfying. 

No sooner had they begun their meal than Hank and Mabel were 
joined by two more people, also in blue jumpsuits. 

“You will want to take those with you,” said a woman, gesturing 
to their breakfast. 

A man’s voice coming from the woman’s companion advised them 
to clip the empty bottles he was handing out to the loops on their 
jumpsuits. 

Still drowsy, Hank stuffed the rest of his biscuit into his mouth 
and added the empty bottle to what appeared to be a belt loop on 
the jumpsuit. 

Mabel placed the remainder of her crumbling biscuit back into 
its wrapper and tried to wedge it through one of the water bottle 
loops on her jumpsuit. It didn’t work and fell to the floor with 
a light crinkle. As she stooped to try to pick up what she could, 
she felt a light push from behind. No one was waiting for anything 
here. The woman who had spoken was already part way into the hall 
and Cassandra and the woman’s companion insisted on no uncertain 
terms that Hank and Mabel follow immediately and join them in a 
cart. 

The history lesson and tour began immediately. 

“Drink all the water you want while you are here. By the end of 
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a walk if you haven’t been drinking the water your bottles will be 
heavier than when you started. For shorter walks it is sometimes 
better to just have a pocket full of water blobs. You haven’t seen 
those yet. Both technologies were developed in the mid 21st century 
but corporations hoping to capitalize on climate change cornered 
the water market, made deals with the plastic industry and started 
charging exorbitant prices for plastic bottles of water. The technol- 
ogy was lost, except to some of our ancestors - the original founders 
of the underground. 

“As you already know, in the chaos of climate change, insan- 
ity flourished throughout the world. Religious wars, inflamed by 
corporatist propaganda, pitted neighbor against neighbor, country 
against country, religion against religion. The very scientists who 
had been trying to warn the population about humanity’s trajec- 
tory were blamed by all sides for the problems that ensued from 
wanton use of fossil fuels and corporate greed. 

“What you may not know is that this is where those scientists 
ended up. Abandoned areas underground became a refuge where 
the more ethical scientists and engineers could survive and continue 
their research. Over time technology improved and the underground 
expanded and became more safe and secure both from the elements 
and from societies above. 

“Appearance-wise, people down here could easily blend in with 
surface dwellers but not their other cousins, the sky-dwelling hy- 
brids. But the main difference is in what they choose to research. 
In the sky, research focuses on the war machine, spying equipment, 
longevity, beauty, pheromone-laced lotions and bathing additives, 
toys and luxury. Sub-sol dwellers, by contrast, develop technology 
that helps them to survive. That doesn’t mean that they’re not in- 
terested in what is taking place in the sky. A well placed bomb could 
wipe us all out, but even more importantly, many military develop- 
ments have found peace-time uses. For our scientists, anyway, there 
is a great deal of interest in technology for peaceful purposes that 
can come from their war related research.” 

They paused beside a door labeled, “Experimental Farm”. 

“So, far underground our scientists learned to use the energy of 
the earth to create a good sunlight equivalent,” their male guide 
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began. 

The guide explained that in order not to mess up the balance 
of their underground bio-dome they have multiple air locks where 
everything that enters is sterilized. 

“This is a sealed environment. Most of the people who know 
about this technology never leave the underground at all. A very 
few, like Joe, are needed to monitor the surface. 

“You will be trusted not to share with anyone anything you will 
see today. Should you breach this trust, you will be eliminated. The 
lives of over a thousand people depend on no one knowing that we 
are hear and everyone fearing what could happen to them if they 
ventured underground ... and the complete ignorance of the sky 
people that we may have anything they might want. 

“You will also not share our technology outside the confines of 
this complex. Surface dwellers who sometimes purchase water are 
not of the underground. They don’t know about our technology. 
Yeshua is trying to control some discoveries of his own that lead in 
the same direction and that is why it is important for this technology 
to be widely shared on the surface. 

“Yeshua has the rights to almost all drinking water. We want 
this technology to become common place so that such technology 
will never be traced back to us. So we also have a vested interest in 
the leak Hank was facilitating. 

“We do not profit from water, as Yeshua does, and we don’t want 
to have to purchase it from him. 

“The people living down here have a good thing going and we 
know it but we could be vulnerable to the machine outside that runs 
the world. 

“Mabel, your high profile position in Loon Cove may be more 
valuable to us than the bears you make. 

Hank shot a puzzled look at Mabel, then narrowed his eyes as the 
door marked “Experimental Garden” started to open. They entered 
into an air lock filled with bright, blue light. 

“Tl explain later,’ whispered Mabel, but it didn’t prevent an- 
other sideways glance. 

Then the bright lights dimmed and the door to the next room 
began to slide open. Mabel held her breath in anticipation, imag- 


216 


CHAPTER 48. IN THE EYE OF THE BEHOLDER 





ining the lighted rooms full of greenery that she had seen in their 
video tour. Instead the doors opened into a massive, dank room full 
of gray-brown fungi, olive-coloured moss and slime mold. 

“And here is the work of generations of meticulous scientists,” 
said their unnamed female guide, barely able to control her pride. 
“This room is warmed by the earth itself. All of the plant life here 
is organic, primitive and full of nutrients. Most of the edible protein 
in the complex is grown right here in this temperature and humidity 
controlled cell. It’s a world apart.” 

“You got that right,” said Hank under his breath. Mabel reflex- 
ively kicked his foot. 

The guide continued. 

“Very few people, even those who live here and have never seen 
the surface, get to see this. 

The park pods also have their gardens. There we grow roses and 
a variety of other edible flowers for food and vitamin C, cruciferous 
vegetables, root vegetables and greens. Some of the less sturdy fruits 
and vegetables are also traded, or sold at Café Libra. ... But this ... 
this is fundamental to all of it, the secret of the underground ... the 
beginning of life.” 

Turning to Hank, she said, “This is what you are eating when 
you order roast duck at Café Libra.” 

Mabel’s eyes had finally adjusted to the dim light. Rows of enor- 
mous fungi lined movable shelves, all labeled for date of maturity. 
A large bowl labeled, “Kombucha” brimmed with red-brown liquid 
capped by purplish-gray slime that appeared to want to crawl from 
the surface onto the counter in the far corner of the room. Button 
mushrooms polka-dotted the long, narrow shelf closest to the door 
and frilled waves reached from rotting tree branches along the edge. 

It was an ancient garden - a post-apocalyptic garden. If the vines 
were the lungs of the complex, the fungus gardens were its digestive 
system. 

“This is certainly impressive, but why are you showing this to 
us?” Mabel asked. “What do you want from us?” 

“All in good time,” said the guide. “Cassandra will answer all of 
your questions. First you need to believe that we are worth protect- 
ing. Your next stop is for an early lunch in the cinema room.” 
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“May I ask you questions on the way?” asked Mabel, not wanting 
to face another bout of Cassandra’s stonewalling. 

The guide opened the door once again and ushered them through. 

“A few,” said the guide as she swung herself into the seat beside 
Mabel in the back of the waiting cart. 

“How many people live down here; how do you manage the birth 
rate if everyone is so well fed, and what do you do with your dead?” 
Mabel asked. 

The guide laughed and extended her hand. “I’m Jancith, the 
scientist responsible for food production. I may not have the best 
answer for questions beyond my expertise but I do know that the 
dead are turned into fertilizer.” 

The scientist cleared her throat and paused for a moment before 
continuing. 

“One thing I can tell you, Mabel, is that you don’t want to be ar- 
rested for communicating with intent to sell water. Prison sentences 
are steep for people caught leaving water bottles in the alley ways. 
Take that as a warning.” 

With that Jancith turned on her heel and left them alone in the 
same empty room from which officials had monitored the destruction 
of the lands above. 
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The Cassandra connection 


ASSANDRA took her time getting to the cinema room. This time 
C she arrived with only one lunch tray and the nurse who must 
have been assigned to Hank. 

“Mabel, come with me,” she said, beaconing with her hand. 

Curious, Mabel followed her into the hallway. Hank was already 
lifting the cover from his spaghetti dinner and “The Sound of Music’, 
with Julie Andrews and Christopher Plummer, had begun to play 
on the wall as the door closed behind them. This time an empty 
cart waited to take them away. This time Cassandra drove. 

“I’ve asked that dinner be brought to my quarters,” said Cassan- 
dra as she rounded a familiar corner. “You deserve a better expla- 
nation than you have had so far.” 

Lunch was already laid out in the living room on a glass coffee 
table. This time Mabel could choose from five kinds of synthetic 
meats without guilt, but the Greek salad remained the centre piece. 
These people obviously did their homework on guests. 

“Eat,” said Cassandra definitively. “Sample whatever you like. 
In the clouds they slaughter the animals they grow in their own 
private parks, or at least have them slaughtered. Down here the 
meat is fabricated in a lab from plants ... sometimes through genetic 
manipulation.” 

Mabel filled her plate with salad and politely selected a sample 
of each kind of synthetic meat while Cassandra filled their glasses 
from a large bottle of synthetic champagne. Before she could seat 
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herself she had launched into her story: 

“When people have money they can torment you any way they 
want,” she began. “For example, Yeshua hung me out to dry finan- 
cially and took the two girls on a world tour. I don’t blame the girls. 
Who would pass that up? Of course they went. All young people 
think they are immune to manipulation. 

“Anyway, while they were gone he sent one of his emissaries to 
me. By this time my life was pretty cloistered. As you know, women 
in the upper classes can’t inherit so if you’re not getting along with 
your husband you're screwed. It was like prison. 

Mabel picked at her food as she tried to imagine a prison with 
Perrier pools. 

“That’s how Joe came into my life. Joe is Yeshua’s half brother.” 

Mabel looked up from her salad but said nothing. 

“Joe always goes to the highest bidder and he will betray you if a 
better deal comes along,” Cassandra growled. “The guy is easily as 
slimy as Yeshua but he’s working on our side. The biggest difference 
between them is that Yeshua believes that he’s too important to 
interface with anyone beneath his station and Joe doesn’t have that 
restriction. But even someone like you has to keep her back to the 
wall when dealing with Joe.” 

She searched Mabel’s face for some sign that she had taken of- 
fense, but Mabel already was too engrossed in chasing a round, 
brown food item across her plate with a spork. Cassandra cleared 
her throat and continued: 

“When I was trying to leave Yeshua, Joe pretended to be on my 
side. Still, I was careful not to share anything personal with him. 
After a while he seemed to find me useful, however, as Yeshua’s 
wife. You can’t hide everything from your wife and sometimes the 
smallest, most innocent-seeming information contributes to the big 
picture. 

“Then Joe brought me directly into his life, ostensibly to be part 
of a team that would help him to launder money. He said he had 
a lot of money to launder! His goal was to become a movie star 
because movie stars make a shit-load of legitimate money. His dark 
money could get lost in the shuffle, so to speak. My role was to 
introduce him around ... But let’s back up.” 
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Cassandra paused to take a long drink of her Champagne and 
then continued. 

“First Joe presented himself as a former mercenary who was a 
hit man on the side. He implied that he might be coerced into 
killing Yeshua. He reassured me that he always checked people out 
in advance to be sure that they deserved to die and Yeshua came 
pre-qualified, for the right price. I was beginning to wonder if Yeshua 
had sent him to kill me or to catch me trying to hire a hit man for 
my ex husband. Either way I wanted no part of that scene. He 
may have been just blowing smoke but I wouldn’t put it past him. 
Anyway, his stories helped to save me from boredom. 

“Sometimes Joe seemed to be trying to seduce me. He acted 
all charming and seductive. Then he would complain to me about 
women who came on to him. He was certainly full of himself but I 
believe that he knew what he was doing. It’s a good thing he wasn’t 
my type. 

“Sometimes Joe would criticize people for being gay while refer- 
ring to himself as an alpha male, which makes one wondev...” 

Cassandra straightened her back, realizing that she had been 
rambling, and continued, back on track. 

“As time went on I warmed up to him as a friend, at least. He 
was an interesting character with an interesting life and he said he 
wanted me to be a movie star with him. He was willing to pay me a 
lot of money - dark money, which would be laundered in my direction 
as we made the movie. 

“At first he paid me a little, but not enough to live on if I wanted 
to leave Yeshua. I hid it all through Meredith. Then he said he 
would have to go away. Before leaving he was going to give me a 
large sum of money to pay me in advance for my part in ensuring 
his future success in the movies. 

“That’s when he disappeared without providing any money at 
all, only to show up again, months later, at Café Libra.” 

Cassandra poured a second glass of synthoholic Champagne for 
herself and topped up Mabel’s half finished drink. 

“IT know my actions seem naive, but being married to Yeshua 
was such a bad experience compared to my earlier life and I was 
completely disillusioned about what I could expect from life. I had 
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to believe that good things could still happen. Everybody is corrupt 
anyway. There are no protections from people like Yeshua ... so, I 
took a chance and allowed myself to believe that this movie might 
be my salvation. 

Cassandra paused and scrutinized Mabel’s face for signs of judg- 
ment. Seeing nothing to discourage her repartee she continued. 

“It gets even crazier. I used to meet Joe at Café Libra sometimes 
to talk about the movie. At first I couldn’t stay on the ground for 
as long as he could but I noticed that I was able to stay down there 
for longer and longer each time. After a while I would make a point 
of pushing my limits, spending more and more time on the ground, 
with or without Joe. 

“Meredith was worried because it’s considered crude in sky circles 
to be able to stay on the ground for too long. Your breeding is 
questioned. However, knowing that Yeshua would never compromise 
his elite status in that way I saw it as my ticket out. I made a plan 
to leave sky life, which had become a hell for me. But I couldn’t live 
on the money I had been able to set aside and I had nowhere, really, 
to go. 

“After a couple of months I found that I could remain on the 
ground almost indefinitely. I started hiding out in Café Libra. I 
noticed that women worked there so I screwed up my courage and 
asked if there was some discrete work that I could do for them. 

“The rest is history. Café Libra is linked to the underground. 
They don’t usually let anyone know that but it was, for them, an 
opportunity to pick the brain of a Sky Dweller. A few days later I 
was kidnapped from the shadows of Café Libra, by Joe. 

“T’m not the first Sky Dweller ever to enter these caverns but the 
few who managed to make their way down here out of curiosity did 
not survive for long. The ground dwellers didn’t have to kill them 
directly. They knew that if they down there cold turkey for long 
enough their frail bodies would collapse. They cruelly picked their 
brains and then watched them fade away. 

“My presence here for such a long time is an anomaly. They still 
view me as useful to them and that may be why I’m allowed to live 
here, but I can never leave my refuge. Once again I am in prison, 
this time underground. Ironically I am freer down here than I ever 
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was in the sky, though psychologically I will always exist between 
two worlds. 

“They treat me well but I suspect that if I tried to leave they 
would kill me. Either way I would never be accepted in my old 
society life. This is my home now. 

“They were slow to trust me, though for some reason they seem 
to trust Joe.” 

Mabel had stopped eating and was staring compassionately as 
Cassandra poured herself a third glass of Champagne. 

“Do you miss the sky? I’m sure you miss Meredith,” she said, 
reaching over to touch Cassandra’s hand, which rested on the table. 

Cassandra squeezed Mabel’s hand and took another swig from 
her glass. 

“T misch the Perrier pools ... and I misch Meredith,” she slurred, 
as two tears hesitated in her eyes and then started down her cheeks. 

Mabel pushed a glass of water toward Cassandra who was reach- 
ing for a pill bottle labeled “Synthohol Antidote” that rested on the 
table. Cassandra took a pill and drank deeply from her water glass. 
Then she relaxed back into her seat and said nothing for a few min- 
utes while Mabel scooped up a second helping of salad. Cassandra 
continued her story with what appeared to be a mixture of sadness 
and relief. 

“There is equality for the sexes here. I didn’t know what that 
meant until I had to live it. No one ever sees their own culture until 
they can see it through the eyes of outsiders. Here, people don’t 
respond to the same social cues. In some ways they expect more 
of you, in others, less. It’s always about learning behavior patterns 
and what is acceptable. 

Cassandra relaxed and took a deep breath . 

“One behavior pattern that is not tolerated here is spousal abuse,” 
she breathed. “When you get out, tell Meredith that I am safe but 
I will never see her again.” 

Cassandra leaned forward again, this time with a glint in her eye, 
and pushed a tiny, orange bear into Mabel’s hands. 

“Give this to Meredith.” 

Mabel startled. She had hoped, on leaving the underground, to 
spend her final years in something that resembled her old life. 


223 


CHAPTER 49. THE CASSANDRA CONNECTION 





“And where do you think I will find Meredith with Café Libra 
still rebuilding from the floods?” 

“Don’t worry, she will find you,” said Cassandra. “The informa- 
tion on this chip in no way compromises the underground but it 
might help to soften the blow for Meredith. I’ve had it approved by 
the highest authorities.” 

Cassandra reached into a small drawer in her couch-side table 
with an air of mission accomplished and produced a small, rectan- 
gular device with a single button. 

“This is a state-of-the-art cloaking device. When the red button 
is on, no one can find you via your phone signal. The downside is 
that you can’t find anyone else either but it might help you to pass 
unnoticed for periods of time while you travel back to Loon Cove. 
Joe will guide you through rubble and work crews until you reach a 
region from which you can proceed on your own.” 

“Joe?” Mabel exclaimed. “After what you’ve told me?” 

“You do what you have to do,” Cassandra retorted. “If you don’t 
screw up, we may even see each other again but you must never tell 
anyone out there that you have seen me.” 

Cassandra smiled and pulled Mabel toward her for a hug. 

“Joe was my only window on the outside world before you came 
along,” she whispered. 
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Separated 


ANK was calm when he learned that Mabel would leave two 

days earlier than him. He wanted to stay around and help any 

Sonatto employees who may have survived the disaster, or at least 
to learn who was left. 

Then he heard that Joe would be Mabel’s travel partner. To 
make matters worse, Mabel had to leave immediately. They would 
have no time alone together for him to question her implied, new 
connection at Loon Cove, or to issue warnings about Joe, or to make 
plans to meet up later, or even to to properly say goodbye. 

Mabel was uncomfortable at first when she learned that Hank 
would stay behind. He had recently had a heart attack. However, 
she reasoned that their subterranean hosts seemed to have taken 
good care of him. His health had actually improved during their 
stay underground. 

As for Joe, what could he do to her? There was nothing that he 
could hold over her and nothing she wanted from him. He would be 
her guide until she could travel alone. 

Arial views on the big screens showed Lakes Erie and Ontario, 
and the St. Lawrence River restored to their former glory, only now 
they were filled with salt water draining back to the ocean from the 
land. 

The camera fixed on Café Libra had confirmed that it was swarm- 
ing with activity, which would make it the perfect place to link up 
with other transportation. 


225 


CHAPTER 50. SEPARATED 





Hank and Mabel were allowed one lingering hug before Mabel 
was whisked off to an air-lock change room. Then, clad in her origi- 
nal harem pants, she was unceremoniously abandoned in the square 
where it had all begun. 

Mabel felt the wall just inside the alley where she had exited but 
it just felt like bricks. If there was a passage to the outside world at 
that location, it must be one-way. 

She squinted into the brightly lit square, looking for signs of 
movement. It looked different now. The ground was as dry as she 
remembered and the air, sultry and hot, but a glittering crust of 
salt that lined the buildings about 8 feet up told a story of a violent 
natural disaster that had remained long enough to leave its signature. 
Two abandoned electric cabs cluttered a far boundary of the square, 
one turned on its side, the other leaning on its fallen counterpart. 
The air smelled faintly of rotting fish and garbage. 

Mabel pushed her body back into the morning shadow between 
two buildings and called for Joe. Her voice echoed a few times before 
losing itself in in the ringing of her own ears. Should she wait there 
until nightfall? Should she try to walk out? 

Attached to her belt loop was a single bottle of water, the one 
she had brought with her. One pocket held a water globule which 
she had been told to use up first. She pulled out the jelly-like object 
and pressed it to her lips to sip its refreshing contents. Surprisingly, 
though it maintained its shape and did not spill through her fingers, 
drinking from the globule was like sipping from a hand dipped into 
a stream. She slipped the remainder of the globule back into her 
pocket and looked around one more time for Joe. 

Still nothing. 

She pushed her hands into the pockets of her harem pants to 
cool them and felt for her phone. In one pocket rested the ancient 
technology given to her by the Nova Scotian nomads. To pass the 
time Mabel pulled out both phones and began to examine their 
differences. As before, her modern phone would not work in this 
square, but the older technology did. In fact, she was able to bring 
up a topographical map of her location. If she walked to higher 
ground, she reasoned, she would be walking away from the lake and 
toward the North. Most of the streets on the way would be flanked 
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by tall buildings and therefore shaded. 

According to sub-sol surveillance there were even cabs operating 
in the north of the city and she probably had enough alternative 
currency left to get one to drive her to Loon Cove. 

Mabel set out across the square in the oppressive heat. About 
half way to the other side she finished her water globule and was 
resisting an urge not to ration the rest of her water. The sun was so 
intense that she pulled up her shirt to cover her head before looking 
again at the topography. She was starting to feel nauseous from the 
heat and the smell of the air when something cast a shadow over 
her. Looking up she saw an umbrella, and Joe. 

“You're crazy, you know. No one wanders into the middle of 
a square this size at this time of day,” he said affably. “The light 
focused from the glass in the buildings will cook you like an insect 
under a magnifying glass.” 

Joe handed her another water globule. 

“Walk this way,” he said, gesturing across the square. There are 
two electric cabs right over there and I happen to know about a 
couple of charging outlets that are still functional.” 

“The cabbies?” Mabel asked. 

“They’re recovering, but that is a valid concern. They are very 
possessive of their cabs.” 

That wasn’t how Mabel meant the question but it was good to 
know that they hadn’t drowned. 

“Most people would never approach this square, for a variety of 
reasons. Otherwise these cars would have already been scavenged. 
Now, let’s see if we can find enough parts between them to make one 
of them go,” Joe added. 

Joe lead the way across the square to the abandoned cars. The 
journey was hot and dusty but somewhat less oppressive with an 
umbrella. He tipped up the leaning cab, pulled a screw driver and 
some electronics testing equipment out of his pocket and started to 
poke around. After some tinkering he was able to drive the car. 

“It’s a good thing they seal these things,” he said, flicking the 
exposed battery. “There should be about enough juice left in this 
one to make it to an outlet. You wait here. While it’s charging I’ll 
come back for the other one. I’ll need your help with that one.” 
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The outlet was only two buildings away but Mabel was glad of 
an opportunity to sit down while Joe plugged in the car and then 
walked back. 

“So, we are the maintenance crew?” Mabel asked as he returned. 

“Well, somebody’s gotta do it,” said Joe. “There are only a couple 
of cabbies who are allowed near this square and they won’t be ready 
to leave the hospital for another day or so, just long enough for me 
to see you to the edge of town.” 

“T have so many questions ...”. Mabel began, but Joe cut her off. 

“Help me to right this vehicle,” he commanded. 

Mabel and Joe lifted and pushed the little cab until it could fall 
into an upright position. Then Mabel allowed herself to collapse into 
a sitting position on the ground, panting and sweating despite the 
cooling effect of her harem pants. 

“There aren’t many things that can break in these things but one 
of them has broken in this cab,” Joe concluded “When the other cab 
is fully charged we can tow this one closer to the outlet to make it 
more convenient for the person who will repair it. We can wait in 
the shade for the hour or so it will take to fully charge.” 

He pushed the umbrella into Mabel’s hand and gestured for her 
to follow, walking just a little faster than she could go toward the 
usable cab. She decided not to bother trying to keep up. When she 
finally reached the cab Joe had already rounded the next corner and 
disappeared. 

Alone again, Mabel began to examine the front seat of the cab. It 
was incredibly simple, like a child’s toy. A single switch turned it on. 
The wooden driver’s seat was padded with a removable futon that 
would have to be replaced and a second switch on the dashboard 
worked the headlights. A foot crank attached to a series of gears 
under the floor worked the wheels, should the battery start to run 
low too far from a charging station and a meter on the battery itself 
monitored the charge. 

Any communications equipment or GPS would remain on the 
driver’s person. No wonder it survived the flood. 

“IT so admire your spirit,” said Joe, breaking her concentration. 
As usual he seemed to come out of nowhere. 

“Most people would be trying to remain in the safety of the un- 
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derground but all you can think of is going home. We’re so much 
alike, Mabel!” 

Mabel remembered some mice her mother had live-trapped in 
their house, one winter. They were kept in a small rodent cage 
until a suitable location for release could be found. One spirited 
mouse liked to jump up and hang from the top bars. They dubbed 
him “Mighty Mouse”. Mighty Mouse was so alert and quick on his 
feet that when it came time to release the mice outside, he leaped 
to freedom and skittered off across the field, with the cat in hot 
pursuit. This was the only mouse that seemed to interest the cat, so 
while Mighty Mouse ran interference all of the other mice crawled 
to safety. 

“No. I want to be free to change the world in positive ways. You 
may be addicted to challenge,” she responded, picturing the cat. 

“’.. and you may be addicted to rebellion,” Joe continued affably 
as he gestured for her to join him in the cab. 

The cab started reluctantly but soon they were lurching toward 
the far end of the square. The route out of the square took them by 
Lake Ontario, its blue shores alive with, salty waves that reached into 
Toronto’s ancient streets. Joe explained that the city had continued 
to spread into the basin as lake waters receded back in the late 21st 
century. No one ever expected to see the water so high again, but 
at least it would be short lived. 

For the rest of the ride Joe concentrated on crawling to the out- 
side of town. One wheel was bent, making the ride in the hard seat 
more unbearable, but at least he drove slowly. 

“T hear you’ve been asking a lot of questions,” said Joe affably. 
“Since this thing won’t go much faster than we could jog, why don’t 
you ask them directly to me now?” 

Mabel was a bit disarmed by his directness but wasted no time. 

“What is your real name?” she asked. 

“Joe,” he responded without hesitation. 

“How did you become involved with the underground?” Mabel 
continued. 

“IT was born there,” said Joe. “Not a lot of people know that. 
My mother was a very influential woman who made connections 
everywhere.” 
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“Is it true that she was a ground dweller?” asked Mabel. 

“She didn’t discriminate on the basis of class,’ Joe explained. 
“She was a very beautiful woman who wanted more than anything 
to avoid ending up as someone’s property. I hear she had a few 
lovers, one of which became my father. Fearing for her life should 
a sky dweller wish to make her disappear she was able to retreat to 
the underground until after I could be born. Things were more open 
then. 

“Then, as now, the sub-sol dwellers found it useful to have a 
contact they could trust who could visit the surface and bring back 
news. 

“After a while, my mother returned to the surface, and shared a 
paternity test that proved conclusively that I had royal blood. By 
then enough people knew about me that had anything happened to 
either of us the prime suspect would be my biological father. He 
paid her big to make it go away and hasn’t spoken to us since. 

“No one above ground knows that part of my story, Mabel, which 
makes you my confidante.” 

The story sounded plausible and only elaborated on the things 
that he knew she would have already heard, except the part about 
being called his confidante. 

“But what about you?” said Joe. “It seems that you’ve got 
yourself into something that you don’t fully understand. Maybe I 
can help.” 

“Maybe,” said Mabel. She fell silent. Now she just wanted to get 
home and collect her thoughts, home to her own little backwater, 
where nothing ever changed. 

“Maybe ...” 

“You know there’s no going back,” Joe persisted. “I just want 
you to know that you will always have a body guard. I will protect 
you.” 

“T need a body guard?” growled Mabel. 

“Not for your letters,” said Joe. “Hank is basically your friend 
and it was his division at Sonatto that was responsible for the form 
letters you received in response to your protest letters. He personally 
approves every form letter. He would never intentionally hurt you. 

“But ask me anything you want. I’ll gladly answer.” 
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Mabel decided not to discuss Hank’s role in rendering her letters 
ineffective. 

“What is your relationship with Hank?” she asked. 

Joe’s answer lacked substance and sounded a little patronizing. 

“Hank has been useful sometimes. Predictability can be a very 
useful trait in the people I work with.” 

It was beginning to dawn on Mabel that encouraging her to ask 
questions might also be a form of phishing. She decided to avoid 
anything that might be construed as gossip lest her questions inad- 
vertently provide compromising information. 

Mabel gazed out the window, pretending to enjoy the ride. The 
sun danced on the salty waves of Lake Ontario while seagulls squawked 
and squabbled over morsels that had been washed ashore. She imag- 
ined what it would be like to return to the salt-encrusted shores of 
the Great Lake once the waters had all evaporated or drained away. 
That wouldn’t be long. 

Then she pictured her little hovel in Loon Cove, all nestled among 
sage-coloured hills frosted with waving Queen Anne’s. She had al- 
ready forgotten what it felt like to have your sheets stick to you on 
a hot summer night or to watch the weeds turn to brown stalks and 
stubble as winter approached. 

But Joe was still talking. Mabel brought herself back to half 
attention as the cab turned north into a canyon. 

“Hank’s wife hired me to track his activities. People will always 
accept free toys, especially when they’ve lost everything. My track- 
ing devices are always state of the art so I gave her some. Then I 
gave Hank the antidote. 

“T don’t know why she cared what he was doing when they were 
already parted. I think she was afraid he’d get back on his feet, or 
if he did she wanted part of the action. 

“I offered to have his wife “disappeared” for him but the little 
bitch declined. He’d rather whine. The guy’s a pussy. He let that 
bitch take his masculinity from him.” 

Mabel felt disgusted and personally slighted by this insult aimed 
at Hank. Joe’s bitterness was really annoying her. 

“Let me assure you, Joe, that Hank’s masculinity is alive and 
well,” she said defensively. Then, to avoid further discussion on that 
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subject, she quickly changed the subject. 

“What does it mean to “disappear” someone?” Mabel asked. 

“Probably not what you think,” Joe said evasively. “I take care 
of people. If that involves anything more serious than threats they 
are well studied first so we know they deserve it.” 

“Youre a hit man,” Mabel said, trying to sound blasé. 

She scrutinized Joe’s eyes, reflected in the rear view mirror. His 
expression didn’t change. 

“T protect the people I care about. Sometimes for a fee I will 
remove evil-doers from a scenario. How I remove them varies,” he 
said. 

“More of a vigilante?” Mabel persisted. 

Joe drew a long, patient breath. 

“You know, Mabel, all most criminals really want to do is go 
straight ...” 

Then he changed the subject. 

“As for you, especially now that you have engaged with both sub- 
sol and sky contingents you may have to get used to a few changes in 
your life. There’s no going back now,” he said with a conspiratorial 
smirk. His eyes remained impassive. 

Mabel nodded and stretched in her seat to reinvigorate a sleeping 
foot. She was starting to see some familiar territory. Mercifully, the 
tedious ride was nearly over. 

“Back to what, from what?” she wondered out loud, but Joe 
didn’t elaborate. 

As they approached the familiar northern reaches of Toronto, 
evidence of the flood all but disappeared. They even saw a cab 
recharging in an alleyway, the driver fast asleep. 

Further down the road Joe took a detour to avoid a group march- 
ing in the street. They carried a sign that read, “Fundamentalists 
Against Promiscuity”. 

Their new route took them past a protest area where a group 
was airing their complaints about Sonatto, all dressed in red. Police 
perched on buildings with AK 47s trained on the peaceful protesters 
inside the fence. 

“Here’s one you can write about, Mabel. 
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“Those protesters just want to live their lives but they can’t catch 
a break. They complain that every issue is put back on the commu- 
nity and that they can never relax with their families, for example. 
They are compelled to do this work even when it seems futile. be- 
cause they can’t just sit by and let shit happen,” said Joe. 

“Sonatto controls every aspect of their lives so I’m not sure which 
issue they are trying to address in that protest enclosure. 

“Oh, I have one for you!” Joe exclaimed. 

“Have you heard of Pet Coke? As the oil ran out, corporations 
started processing dead bodies to reclaim the petroleum residues 
from their lungs and tissues. The process for reclaiming minerals 
from corpses has been perfected. Mine workers’ bodies are all re- 
cycled when they die. There is even an optimum time span for 
absorption. It’s been worked out with equations. Mine workers are 
lucky to live to optimum age but their longevity has improved dra- 
matically due to a corporate sponsored studies in how to survive the 
environment. 

“The secret focus of Cancer Society R&D has long been to develop 
newer and more expensive drugs with the potential to extend the 
lives of miners to maximum absorption age. Beyond individual profit 
motives there is no conspiracy, just lots of opportunism and short 
term thinking on the part of politicians and industry magnates. 

“They try to start the miners at least living in the environment 
by the age of 10 because children are very absorptive, but not as 
babies lest they develop cancers and die too early. Then they just 
keep them alive as long as possible, working in the mines as early as 
possible, which these days is at the age of 15. Unions are illegal, by 
the choice of the very people they could help. 

“That is something I would get involved in,” said Mabel flatly. 

Joe continued with an air of sarcasm. 

“Will you complain about their increased lifespans, their lack of 
choice in employment or the puppet politicians they insist on voting 
for? Politics is just a whole bunch of dopey rich people playing to 
the lowest common denominator. You don’t have to be told that the 
word “democracy” has long since lost its meaning. Political moves 
are all planned in advance and staged. Most of the miserable and 
disenfranchised are waiting patiently for the world to end. “ 
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He noticed Mabel’s furrowed brow in the rear view mirror and 
continued his tirade with new enthusiasm. 

“What do you think people in power will do to help the rabble? 
They don’t even see them as human. The smartest in power create 
dead-end jobs for them in an environment where the rules have been 
rigged so that the only way for “the rabble” to survive is to play the 
game.” 

Mabel thought of Meredith and her very human feelings, about 
the environment at least, but Joe didn’t stop to catch a breath. 

“Some in control try to keep the process as humane as possible 
because it’s good for the bottom line,” said Joe. “A miner gets lots of 
perks that also feed back into the porn industry and certain schools 
where they all go. Many of them lead happier lives than people in 
the middle classes, who are, essentially, gate-keepers for the upper 
classes.” 

“There are some very sophisticated robots around. Why don’t 
they do the mining?” Mabel asked. 

“Robots can’t be used for Pet Coke projects ...”said Joe. “Anyway, 
even the miners have a stake in keeping it the same.” 

“Information is information, Joe. The protesters can do what 
they like with the information, if they read it at all, but I have to 
write it. We have to try,” said Mabel. 

“And if they should be in any way effective in doing something 
about their situation, what happens to them, Mabel?” Joe persisted. 

Just down the road another similar scene unfolded, only in this 
corral it was the “yellow-shirts,” protesting police violence. 

Mabel had heard that in Quebec the protest areas were more 
like prisons, with high, stone walls and barbed wire. Evidently 
the French could be harder to control than the English. There the 
protesters dressed in black. 

Joe cleared his throat and continued his monologue. 

“There are changes in the brain as a result of one’s social level,” 
he said. “We may be more like an ant colony than we think. 

“On a social level we select for societal strata the same way that 
baboons do, training our children from day one to know that there 
are people out there who are to be approached in certain ways. This 
helps us to keep us within our assigned classes. 
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“A con man or woman with a good understanding of this can go 
anywhere.” 

Mabel decided to leave that one alone. 

Conversation shifted to small talk about the state of the region, 
post flood and how the roads north should all be passable. 

Joe decided that the best place for Mabel to find a driver who 
would take her to Loon Cove was Café Libra, where cab drivers 
traditionally congregated. They would never make it in the disabled 
cab Joe was driving and anyway, he had to get it back. 

But when they reached Café Libra there was not a cab in sight, 
though the location was abuzz with activity. A crew of prison- 
ers working to restore the grounds and rebuild the facade swarmed 
around the edifice. Joe pulled the cab up in front. 

“This place is way too important to everyone for the sky folk to 
let it go,” he sneered, releasing the latch. “This is where you get out. 
You'll be all right here. I'll see if I can wake up a cabbie on my way 
back to get you to the next transport relay. Say nothing to anyone. 
Just get into the first electric cab that is offered. I'll see you in Loon 
Cove tomorrow. Don’t blow my cover.” 

As she slid out of the cab Mabel thought she could hear a heli- 
copter approaching. She watched as Joe’s sad, little cab lobbed and 
shimmied back into the street and out of sight between two build- 
ings. Some surly looking men in prison stripes cast vacant eyes in 
her direction, only to be shouted back to work by an armed guard. 

Moments later a pod was lowered beside her. It didn’t have 
Meredith’s insignia but the pod was clearly meant for her. She 
touched the little, orange bear in her pocket and stepped inside. 
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T wasn’t Meredith. 

As Mabel’s pod ascended into the copter she was greeted by the 
coldest, bluest eyes she had ever seen. Long, blond hair cascaded 
about his shoulders, framing his smooth, gaunt face. With his royal 
blue tights, white peasant shirt and vest of gold and lavender bro- 
cade, he looked like a prince from a fairytale. But Mabel instantly 
recognized him as the man Meredith had pointed out in Café Libra. 

This helicopter was more like a condensed lounge in an airplane. 
You could walk three steps to a compact bar and accept a drink from 
your host, all before sitting down in one of 4 plush jump seats. 

Hesitantly, she accepted a crystal goblet of cold, clear water from 
his outstretched arm, but she paused before touching it to her lips. 

“You seem lost,” the man crooned, eyes softening. “Maybe I can 
help.” 

His gentleness was disarming but Mabel was not about to let 
down her guard. She sniffed the drink. It seemed to be water. 

“T’m sorry,” he said. “My name is Yeshua. I saw you standing all 
alone down there. You didn’t look like a prisoner ...” 

He paused to search her face before continuing. 

“You see, ever since that horrific natural event I’ve been flying 
around looking for my wife. She came to Café Libra all the time and 
I haven’t seen her since the disaster.” 

He reached into his vest and pulled out a smiling picture that 
could have been Meredith, or Cassandra, or almost any other sky- 


236 


CHAPTER 51. KALEIDOSCOPIC JOURNEY 





dwelling woman. 

“Have you seen this person?” he asked sweetly. 

Mabel shook her head and shrank back. Yeshua cocked his head 
and scrutinized Mabel. 

“You seem uncomfortable. Were you expecting someone? Shall I 
put you back?” 

Mabel turned to look out the window. Below them Café Libra 
looked like a doll house swarming with prison ants. From this van- 
tage point it was obvious that very few vehicles had ventured into 
the empty streets, anywhere. Was this near-abduction preferable to 
being stranded at Café Libra? Far to the north she could see what 
looked like a small body of water. Loon Cove? Did she want this 
person to know that she lived in Loon Cove? 

She took a small sip from her glass. It was the best water she 
had ever tasted. 

“This is so kind of you, but I have a long way to go. I wouldn’t 
want to put you out. Is there a place from which I can catch a cab?” 
she asked. 

Yeshua produced a business card from his breast pocket and held 
it out to Mabel. 

“Take this card and if you should see my wife, please contact 
me immediately. I’m so afraid for her. She may be hurt, or have 
amnesia. The card has a locater chip. All you have to do is press it 
and I’ll be by her side within minutes.” 

Then, his voice breaking, he said, 

“IT miss her so. The children miss her. I just want to put the 
family back together.” 

Mabel knew that oppressors often seemed more stable and sane 
than the oppressed. At least as long as you didn’t have to get close 
to them, they could also be more fun. 

Mabel took the card, with the empty promise that she would 
help if she could. Immediately, Yeshua seemed to lose interest in the 
conversation. 

“T can put you down at the train station. It’s only 10 Km away. 
Some freight trains are leaving for the North tonight. I don’t know 
how close they go to your destination, but for a small fee you might 
get a train engineer to help you,” he said. 
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Yeshua gave the coordinates to the helicopter driver and turned 
back to Mabel. Then he teared up again. 

“Do you come back to Toronto often? Café Libra will be opening 
in a week. Don’t forget to contact me if you see my wife,” he said, 
choking on his seeming grief. 

In no time they reached the coordinates of the train station. 
Yeshua seemed cold and distracted again as he retrieved her glass of 
water and guided her toward the pod. 

The helicopter banked and then swooped low over the station. 
Yeshua’s charm gave way to impatience as he closed the door of the 
pod, sealing Mable in. Moments later she stood on the ground a 
few metres from a derelict train. She knew that no train stopped at 
Loon Cove, though rusty tracks still formed a half circle around the 
bay. 

As the thudding of Yeshua’s copter faded, Mabel scanned the 
rail yard for signs of life and possible shelter for the night. From the 
air she had noticed a rickety station house, now obscured from view 
by a scattering of colourful containers with peeling paint. Using her 
ancient technology as a compass she began to pick her way among 
the containers toward the station house. 

By now the sun was at about 3:00. She was hungry and thirsty. 
With only an inch of water remaining in her bottle she was loath 
to eat from the packet of spirulina powder that she carried in her 
pocket to stave off hunger. 

At the edge of a yellow container, she noticed a straggly green 
plant creeping along the ground. On closer examination it turned 
out to be purslaine, a small succulent still cultivated for food in some 
European countries. She knelt down to pick some of its branches, 
making sure to leave enough for the plant to continue to grow. Then 
she sat down on the hot, dusty ground to savor her treat. 
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That’s when she saw a shadow. As if the elements hadn’t ren- 
dered her vulnerable enough, now the top of a man’s shadow dark- 
ened the earth between two containers. 

Slowly Mabel rose to her feet. Except that anyone who she would 
want to be found by was probably in a dead zone, she would have 
turned off her cloaking device. Instead she backed away slowly, hop- 
ing that she hadn’t been seen. 

The shadow moved forward, now with more confidence. A man of 
about 30 years, wearing striped prison garb, emerged. His pleading, 
black eyes met hers as he haltingly reached a swarthy hand toward 
her. Then he collapsed into the dust at her feet. 

Mabel was starting to wish that she had taken more than a sip 
from Yeshua’s water glass. She rolled the young man onto his back 
and wiped his sweaty brow with her sleeve. As he came to she lifted 
his head onto her arm and gave him the last of her water, which he 
swallowed in one gulp. 

“Mabel,” she said, still fascinated by his enormous eyes. 

“Julio,” the young man answered. “Are you lost?” 

Mabel wasn’t sure, but having determined that the young man 
was not a threat she turned her attention to the lengthening shadows. 

“Where are you staying?” she asked. 

He gestured to some abandoned box cars on an adjacent track. 

“In these clothes and with my prison tattoo there is nowhere else 
that I can go.” 

Julio was a fugitive from the prison gangs that were working to 
rebuild. He’d been incarcerated for political activity over a year ago, 
and the world had just forgotten about him. 

After the flood he was able to recognize an opportunity to escape, 
when prisoners were called in from the construction site for food and 
water. No one would dream of trying to escape in a dry area like 
that, especially while hungry and thirsty. Escape, for most, would 
be a death sentence. That’s why security was so lax. And yet, here 
he was, three days after he just walked off a project and hid behind 
a passing train. Here he was, starving and dehydrated. 

Julio had grown bitter while imprisoned. He especially hated the 
police. He believed in complete, social anarchy. 


239 


CHAPTER 51. KALEIDOSCOPIC JOURNEY 





“You don’t think we already have anarchy?” Mabel challenged. 
. and that the police are just the whip end of politics ...?” 

But Julio remained firm in demanding simple solutions to com- 
plex problems and his own, naive restructuring of society. Simple so- 
lutions were easy for simple people to relate to, and demand. That’s 
how he ended up a political prisoner in the first place. People found 
him easy to follow. 

Mabel didn’t agree with all of his ideas, but she would defend 
his right to express them with her last breath. She decided that it 
was worth putting her own safety at risk to help him, on that basis 
alone. 

“Well, we have to leave here and soon or we’ll both die of hunger 
and thirst,” said Mabel. “Before we do we’ll have to get you some 
clothes. I have sufficient alternative currency but I don’t know just 
how far out of Toronto it is still considered valid. Do you know which 
trains are going north to Loon Cove?” 

Julio brightened at the prospect of having an accomplice and 
agreed to help her to get home if she could find him a change of 
clothes. 

The first step in their plan was for Mabel to investigate the sta- 
tion house. Julio accompanied her as far as he dared. 

About 100 metres from her drop-off point, Mabel went on alone. 
She left behind the shelter of scrub and containers, to climb the 
crumbling steps of the station house. 

Once inside, she found a water fountain that still worked. It 
was almost hidden behind an old rack that might have once held 
travel information. The water had a brown tint, and a faint saline 
taste and sulfur smell, but otherwise it seemed palatable. She slaked 
her thirst and filled her water bottle before checking around for the 
station master. 

At last she found an ancient woman slumped in a chair, knitting, 
completely hidden behind the front desk. On the desk stood a sign 
that read, 

“Welcome to Richmond Station. My name is 
hadn’t filled in her name.) 

The old woman seemed to size Mabel up quickly, red eyes squint- 
ing over her reading glasses. 


oo 
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“We all have something to hide,” crooned the old woman as she 
twisted a strand of wispy, white hair. “Apart from the water foun- 
tain, what brings you to this remote and dusty location?” 

“T got lost,” said Mabel flatly, distracted by the cobwebs that 
hung from a rotting ceiling timber. The loud rumbling of a passing 
train shook the old building. The webs stretched and jiggled, but 
held fast. 

“Aren’t you afraid that the roof will fall in?” Mabel queried. 

The old woman cackled. 

“At my age I’ve come to terms with death, in fact I’d welcome 
it. ’m 90, you know. I’m the last living member of my family. 
They all inherited weak teeth and gums from my husband, but we 
couldn’t afford a dentist. The dental issues affected their overall 
health. Everyone but me died young of an infection-induced heart 
attack or something. They smelled like death long before they died. 

“T didn’t expect to live so long but it seems that I’ve been cursed 
with stronger teeth and a longer life. None the less, I suspect that be- 
fore the roof collapses someone will find my corpse under the counter 
where I sleep. Probably some engineer who stops to re-fuel will find 
it because of the smell, if the wind is right.” 

Mabel’s stomach rumbled and she was feeling weary but her em- 
pathy for the old woman trumped her own discomfort. 

“Aren’t you vulnerable here, though? Someone could harm you. 
What if death doesn’t come as a gentle passing in your sleep?” she 
said with genuine concern. 

“That is the kicker,” smiled the old woman, her calm, steady 
gaze fixed on Mabel’s eyes. “No one wants to suffer at the end but 
at least you know that it’ll be over soon. I’ve seen death. It’s the 
ones you leave behind who suffer. There is no one left to suffer when 
I go.” 

The equanimity with which the old woman shared her lack of 
concern unsettled Mabel, liked to see herself as having gracefully 
accepted a similar fate. She wanted to help this isolated, old woman 
who appeared to have come to terms with a seeming lack of meaning 
to her life. She opened her mouth to speak and then stopped herself. 
No wise or compassionate words offered themselves. 

And now she felt too uncomfortable to ask the woman for the 


241 


CHAPTER 51. KALEIDOSCOPIC JOURNEY 





help she had come for. 

“May I know your name?” she asked instead. 

“No,” the old woman said simply. 

Then, as though reading Mabel’s thoughts in her face, she added 
with a kindly smile, “Oh, don’t worry about me. Now, tell me, dear 
, what is it that you need?” 

Mabel remained speechless for a moment more as the old woman 
leaned back in her chair to continue her knitting. She noticed a 
large cardboard box of yarn in different colours beside the door to 
the back office. To the left of the counter a display rack sported an 
array of colourful, knitted bags and children’s jumpers with pictures 
of animals across the front. Piled high behind the rack, on a shelf 
that may have once held parcels, was a heap of neatly folded, knitted 
jumpers and bags. 

“They will cost you!” snapped the old woman, leaning forward. 
“No business transaction is worth anything unless the outcome serves 
both parties.” 

The switch in the old woman’s attitude disarmed Mabel, who 
had been framing her as kind of a sage. 

Mabel fumbled in her pocket for some alternative money and 
placed it on the counter. She still wasn’t sure of its value. 

The old woman scrutinized it and went back to her knitting. 

“T guess I could trade that for cargo with one of the engineers 
heading for Toronto,” she grumbled. 

She gestured to a heap of knitted bags on the shelf. 

“Take whichever one you want.” 

Mabel cleared her throat uncomfortably. 

“What I really need is mens’ clothes ...” 

The old woman scrutinized Mabel coldly. 

“Well, that will cost you some water vouchers.” 

When Mabel produced them, the woman put down her knitting 
and shuffled into the back room. After what seemed an eternity she 
returned with a bundle wrapped in brown paper, loosely tied with 
a string. It crunched as she set it beside the three water vouchers 
that Mabel had placed on the counter. 

She opened her mouth to speak but the old woman stopped her, 
jabbing the air with one crooked finger. 
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“T ask no questions and you never tell anyone about this,” she rat- 
tled, scooping the vouchers and the currency off the counter. “Now 
get out!” 

Mabel did as she was told. She left the stuffy confines of the 
station behind without even stopping for another drink from the 
fountain. There was something about this old woman that meant 
business and she did not want to tangle with her. 

The package felt and weighed just like clothes. She hoped they 
would be the right size but either way, Julio would have to make 
do. The real contents of the bundle would have to remain a mystery 
until she was safely out of sight of the station. 

By now the sun was setting, so in spite of the heat, her fatigue, 
and the rumbling in her stomach, Mabel quickened her step. As she 
rounded the abandoned box cars where Julio had left her, a heavy 
hand snatched her arm and threw her to the ground. A moment later 
Julio stumbled from between two cars to place his body between 
Mabel and her attacker. 

The attacker, a gray-bearded man with tattered, street clothes, 
was already tearing at the parcel which had landed on the ground 
a few feet from Mabel. Julio picked up a metal rod resting against 
the wheel of the nearest container and, using his whole body as a 
lever, swung it at their adversary. The rod landed with a thunk on 
the man’s head. He collapsed in onto a pile of discarded paper. 

It all happened so fast that Mabel didn’t have time to absorb 
the events taking place before her. Even as blood began to stain 
the paper packaging, Julio was tearing off his prison clothes and 
struggling into a plaid shirt about one-half size too small. He pulled 
on the kaki trousers, which turned out to be a better fit. Then he 
grabbed Mabel’s arm, sweeping her from the ground, and dragged 
her behind him. Soon they were both running in the dark toward 
some lights. 

This is our train, Julio gasped, breathless. The lights quickly 
drew closer and then slowed their progress. Julio stopped suddenly, 
threw Mabel behind some scraggly bushes and crouched down beside 
her. Just ahead the tracks formed a crescent. For a moment the rail 
yard was flooded with light from the oncoming train. 

“Be still and say nothing,” he hissed, as the engine slowly rumbled 
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to a stop at the refueling station. 

The lights passed them by, leaving them in dusky darkness. Once 
again Julio grabbed Mabel’s arm and began running, this time to- 
ward the track. Running headlong into cars passing slowly, perpen- 
dicular in front of them was as surreal as anything Mabel had ever 
experienced. 

They arrived at Juan’s chosen box car to the sound of the screech 
of metal on metal. He lifted her into the box car as it crawled slowly 
by and then scrambled in after her, to be nearly ejected with the 
final jolt of the stopping train. He motioned for her to stay in the 
far corner of the empty car and then chose the opposite corner for 
himself. 

“We'll be here for up to an hour. They won’t find that guy ’till 
morning. Be still and you should be all right,” he stage-whispered. 

Outside, Mabel could hear men talking and sometimes banging 
on box cars. Later Julio would explain that it was the engineers’ half- 
assed attempts to look like they were serious about bouncing free- 
riders. Few vagrants survived a trek to the freight station anyway, 
across the dusty planes north of Toronto. 

Mabel thought of the man they had left bleeding only meters 
away and felt sick to her stomach. He made it all the way to the 
train station only to lose his life, and all because in desperation he 
had stolen a precious parcel of what would turn out to be ill-fitting 
clothes. And Julio had carelessly discarded his prison uniform not 
far from the scene of the crime. Would they come after Julio, this 
time for murder? 

She checked her cell phone cloaking device to reassure herself 
that it was turned on, not that it probably mattered. Cell towers 
were down all over the place, especially just north of Toronto. 

Then, after the longest hour of her life, the train started to move 
again. Julio shuffled over to make sure that she was all right. 

“We should pass Loon Cove early in the morning. The train 
whistle will be your alarm clock. The train slows and sometimes 
they even stop for water there. 

“Pll get off with you and either wait for another train or follow 
the shore. I won’t come with you into town and you won’t know 
where I am. You won’t want to be caught with me once they find 
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my uniform in the rail yard. 

“Now try to get some sleep,” he advised. 

Mabel stretched her hungry, exhausted body across an expanse of 
floor. Soon she was sniffing the bubbles in a Perrier pool and floating 
on an air bed, rocked through her dreams on the bare boards of a 
speeding box car. 

It was still dark when the whistle startled Mabel awake as the 
train began to slow down while crossing the trestle just south of 
Loon Cove. Julio was already crouched at the door of the box car, 
peering into the moonlit night. She struggled stiffly into a squatting 
position, and then crawled to his side. 

“The next whistle will be yours,” he said. 

For five minutes the train continued to slow. When it was almost 
stopped it let out another ear-splitting whistle. The cars shuddered 
as the train prepared to speed up. Mabel remembered Yeshua’s chip 
card in her pocket, pulled it out and wedged it securely in the crack 
between two pieces of wood in the box car. Then she positioned 
herself at the edge of the door, ready to jump. 

“Tt’s not going to stop!” shouted Julio. “We have to jump now!” 

With that he pushed Mabel out of the nearly stationery train 
and jumped after her. 
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ABEL’S body rolled helplessly down a sandy embankment and 
M came to rest in some weedy stubble at the bottom. For a few 
minutes she lay motionless, stunned, while Julio searched for her in 
the dark. At last coming to her senses she started moving her limbs 
to ensure that nothing was broken. “I guess that’s my ostio test for 
this year,” she quipped to no one in particular. 

Cars clacked by, faster and faster. The train was picking up 
speed. She could not hear Julio calling her over the noise and laid 
back down to rest before trying again. Finally, propped on one 
elbow, she managed to call over the fading sound of the disappearing 
train, 

“Julio?” 

He was at her side in a heartbeat, making sure that she was all 
right, helping her to her feet. 

“Can you make it into town on your own?” he asked. 

“Yes,” Mabel said definitively. She knew that Julio would feel 
responsible for her but they both knew that he dared not be seen in 
town. 

“T know this town like the back of my hand,” Mabel boasted. 
“And now I’d better get on with my 2 kilometer walk home and 
you'd better find a place to hide.” 

Then, reaching into her pocket, she said,“I have something that 
might help you.” 

Mabel produced the ancient technology that had been gifted to 
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her by some nomads in Nova Scotia. The topographical map feature 
and the compass would be very useful in Julio’s situation. She hoped, 
at least, that she would never need it again. 

She handed him her water bottle full of brownish water and her 
last quarter packet of spirulina, and headed toward a familiar land- 
mark silhouetted against the starry sky. 

This was almost certainly the last time they would ever see one 
another but there was no time for good-byes. 

Mabel walked home slowly, sometimes stumbling, sometimes rest- 
ing. By the time she reached the greasy spoon at the edge of town 
the sky was dusky and the path had become easier to see. The 
restaurant was closed, not to open again until 7 am, but the smell 
of fat lingered from the night before. 

An hour later Mabel was passing the old store. The windows were 
boarded up and the glass in the door had been smashed. Too tired 
to stop and investigate she continued on to her little, three-room 
house, only two blocks away. 

By the time she reached her front door, clouds were moving in. 
The morning sun cast an eerie, red glow over everything. She felt 
in her pocket for the electronic key that had been her silent partner 
through every adventure, and opened the door. 

Inside, the front room was just as she had left it. A few, old 
chairs lined one wall and drying herbs hung from the ceiling in front 
of her picture window. In the middle of the room stood a table, 
empty except for a small bottle of water. 

Mabel chugged the water, almost spilling it over her face in an 
effort to drink it fast enough to slake her desperate thirst. Then, 
leaning on the wall for support she stumbled through her tiny bath- 
room and bedroom to ensure that the windows had remained secure. 

Finally, sore and numb with fatigue, she collapsed onto her lumpy 
futon. She stared blankly around the room, the same, stark bedroom 
she had left behind, except for a pile of gifts from some distant 
dream-life that cluttered one corner. Someone had somehow entered 
her house at least long enough to leave the gifts, without disturbing 
anything. 

Feeling safe enough, at last, she disabled her phone cloaking de- 
vice and allowed herself to drift into a deep sleep. 
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Welcome party 


Mabel floated from dream to dream in an envelope of familiar mint 
and clove. Sometimes she heard voices or felt pricks in her skin but 
always it could be incorporated into a dream, for better or worse. 

In the better dreams, sky and sub-sol cultures blended together 
in an uneasy truce. The faces of Julio and an unknown itinerant 
haunted her nightmares. 

Then the pain set in. 

Mabel awoke to find herself sore and blue with bruises. Her head 
ached. She felt weak. Hospital tubes delivered water and nutrients 
to her wasted body through a needle embedded in her arm. An air 
conditioner, that wasn’t there before, hummed behind her head, its 
exhaust tube extended by some makeshift piping through a new hole 
in the wall. 

Mabel was still in her own house, in her own bed, but instead of 
the clothing in which she had collapsed onto the bed, she was clad 
in one of her old night gowns. 

Hank leaned over her. He was seated on a cot by her bed, wearing 
his burgundy robe. A pile of candy wrappers in the dish on the 
bedside table suggested that he had been there for a long time. 

“It’s going to be all right,” he said, taking her bruised hand gently 
into his great paw. He had the air of someone who ached to ask 
questions but knew that it was too soon. 

She stared blankly into his eyes and managed to muster enough 
energy to ask the first question. 

“How long ...?” 

Relieved by these new signs of life he explained, 

“Your phone signal appeared at this location yesterday. Judging 
from the doctor’s assessment of the state of your injuries, so did you. 
We got here as soon as we could.” 

Then, not certain as to how much she was comprehending, he 
asked a question calculated to discern the severity of a concussion, 

“Do you know what day it is?” 

Mabel rolled her eyes. 

“For Christ’s sake, Hank. We both just came from the under- 
ground. My guess is as good as yours.” 
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She sounded feistier than he seemed to feel. 

The next day Mabel was sitting up in bed, working on her laptop 
and doing yoga exercises to the extent that her body would allow. 
The doctor came in to remove the tubing and announce an excellent 
prognosis, but to the chagrin of both he warned Hank not to leave 
her alone for more than a few hours at a time. She had suffered a 
concussion and, after all, she was not so young anymore. 

Hank was a little testy from lack of sleep, having spent the night 
by her side in an army cot, but he did his best to keep his vigil, or 
at least to stay near by most of the time. 

For her part, Mabel was glad of an opportunity to collect herself 
and think things through. She wanted to be selective about what 
information she shared. 

When Hank first started to ask her about her injuries Mabel was 
evasive. She told him in detail about her helicopter ride with Yeshua, 
without mentioning that she had a bear to deliver, but provided 
sketchy details about her time in the train yard. Never did she 
mention either the old woman or Julio. Her injuries were easily 
explained by her jump from a moving train. 

On the third day, Mabel was well enough to get up and start 
rummaging through her pile of gifts from Meredith. Hidden in the 
middle of a sack of unfinished bears, she found one with the name 
“Dee-dee” embroidered on the front. She reached inside a little pouch 
on the front and pulled out a tiny chip which contained a copy of 
the deed to Loon Cove Store - something else to think about when 
things started to settle down. 
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She was just putting it back into the bear when Hank walked in. 

If she had to, she could pass the deed to the building off as 
another gift from Meredith, but she hoped that in the midst of all 
the activity the idea would just get lost in the shuffle. 

“You seem to be recovering nicely. Have you heard from Mered- 
ith?” he asked, looking at the bears, but he didn’t wait for an 
answer. 

“Mabel, I know we just got here but I have to return to Toronto 
for a few days. Joe says he’ll keep an eye on you while I’m gone. 
Try not to be too hard on him.” 

Through her front window, Mabel could see a very modern taxi 
waiting on the road. A male driver in a blue uniform lounged casually 
against the front door. 

Hank hugged her hastily and left with the same distracted air. 
Soon the cab was disappearing down the road in a cloud of dust. 

That was it ... no explanation. 

Mabel went back to exploring her new possessions and selected 
some clean, brown harem pants and a cream peasant shirt with gold 
embroidery. She slipped on a pair of brown, beat-up sandals that 
she kept by the door and trudged slowly toward the store. 

Nothing could have prepared her for what she found when she 
reached the store. 
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HE old store was swarming with at least 15 men and women in 
T gray and white prison garb. One prison guard barked orders 
while another directed a truck full of building materials onto the 
cracked tarmac. Two men and a woman were securing solar panels 
to the roof while painters put the finishing touches on a gaudy orange 
stripe inside the building. The windows were gaping holes, but by 
evening the building would be protected by the panes of transparent 
aluminum that rested against its far wall. Most of the prisoners 
were engaged in taking old roofing materials away from the site to 
an enormous dumpster adjacent to the property. 
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Mabel felt a hand on her arm, gently pulling her backward, away 
from all the activity. She turned to face Joe. Behind him a cab idled. 
He gestured toward it sternly with a toss of his head. Tired and light 
headed, Mabel followed him into the air-conditioned comfort of the 
cab. 

Joe asked the driver to take a position half a block down so that 
Mabel could watch the activity. 

“It was meant to be a surprise,” he explained. “The department 
of defense decided that they could spare some prisoners to work on 
renovations to small businesses around the region. Loon Cove Store 
qualified for some reason, so it’s being renovated by the government 
as a part of this program. It’s a stimulus project.” 

He raised a finger and fixed his eyes on hers to indicate that 
she was not to say anything. Then he tapped the driver’s seat and 
gave her Mabel’s address, two blocks away. When they arrived he 
dismissed the cab and insisted on seeing her inside. 

“We can talk here. A word of advice, first: Don’t turn on your 
signal dampener too often. It can create suspicion if no one ever 
seems to be able to find you or if everywhere you go there doesn’t 
seem to be a signal. It only works now because one group isn’t 
aware of the other group’s technological advancements - and because 
certain highly placed individuals have a stake in keeping privacy 
alive. 

“You'll fly better under the radar if you use it consistently in 
specific places,” he said as he made himself at home in her kitchen. 

“T saw your name on the deed. I won’t ask how it got there. You 
need to know that so-called “small business” is sometimes just a way 
for big business to off-load responsibility while maintaining control 
- kind of like a franchise only without all the free advertising. It is 
virtually impossible to make it on your own as the system exists and 
big business holds the cards. You are completely dependent on the 
goodwill of big business. 

“Usually a store like this, out in the middle of nowhere, is a cover 
for someone or some illegal activity ... often both. 

“The good news, depending on what you intend to do with it, is 
that no one pays much attention to the store itself. You can use it 
to cover for anything you want too, if you’re smart about it. 
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Joe paused to let it sink in. 

“In a nutshell, a store like that can open a whole new world, as 
long as you don’t piss too many people off,” he said. 

He stopped as though waiting for some reaction. Mabel didn’t 
respond so he continued, now more in the spirit of giving a sales 
pitch. 

“It will have a new, electronic cash register that automatically 
tallies every transaction that is punched in and sends it directly 
to the government for processing. This is supposed to save you 
accounting fees.” 

He waited again. No reaction. 

“And don’t think you can get a tax break by setting up just 
any old initiative to help the poor,” he said. “To be trusted by 
the authorities, you will have to convince them that you are selling 
the poor bootstraps with which to pull themselves up. Don’t give 
anything away.” 

Mabel winced. 

“If you find yourself angry at people lower on the economic scale 
than you, there’s a good chance that you’re being manipulated by 
someone higher on the economic scale,” she began. 

Joe ignored her comment and continued: 

‘Tll get you a list of the kinds of initiatives that could benefit 
“the broader society”, thereby giving your business a good name. 
However, being situated in Loon Cove you probably won’t be noticed 
no matter what you do ...” 

“Are you almost finished? I’m tired,” said Mabel. 

But Joe wasn’t ready to let it go. 

“The other good news for you is that Loon Cove Store is grand- 
fathered in as one of the few remaining places where it is legal to 
block technology. As long as you don’t do it too often, you can use 
this to your advantage when you want to fly under the radar, so to 
speak ... ” 

Joe stopped for a moment to hand Mabel a cup of hot tea before 
continuing his dissertation. He had not made one for himself. She 
set it on the table in front of her. 

“What I’m saying is that even I won’t know what you’re doing 
there. The people who pay me to collect information know that 
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there are places where even I can’t be held accountable ...” 

He pushed her cup of tea toward her, more to create a distraction 
while he changed the subject than out of concern that it would get 
cold. 

“Hank doesn’t know it yet but he will be bringing your business 
contacts from Toronto back with him. I’m not even sure if he knows 
that you are the owner ...” 

Joe looked at Mabel for confirmation. Mabel shrugged. 

“After that day you will probably never see those people again, 
but by law you have to meet them at least once. Normally you would 
be expected to travel to meet them and apply for your license-to-sell, 
but provisions have been made due to special circumstances. 

“They will be cross when they come. They think a backwater 
like Loon Cove is beneath their dignity. When they go they will try 
to forget you. They won’t talk about you to their friends because 
being responsible for your contract is beneath them.” 

Mabel crossed her arms and tried to look bored, but said nothing. 

“It is from their divisions that you are allowed to order product. 
They will connect you with a clerk. Once that happens you can start 
setting up your unimportant little business any way you like, within 
the rules. 

“In a place like this you won’t often need to replace the product on 
your shelves anyway. Just remember that anything you sell from the 
shelves of your store has to go through their office,” Joe continued. 

“After Hank accompanies these high ranking officials to the site, 
Hank’s role in all of this will be what it always was. He oversees any 
public announcements, like if you create a job or something, and 
takes care of any communications.” 

Joe hesitated for a moment. He could see that Mabel really was 
growing weary. 

“My advice to you is not to leave your house for a few days until 
things are settled. [’ll visit you with an update just before Hank gets 
back and then you’re on your own. In the meantime, if you need me, 
text me any time ... ” 

Mabel nodded again, dazed, still curious, but happy that the 
interview may soon end. She needed time to get her thoughts in 
order and to catch up on her writing. 
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“Finally, there are things which you must never write about.” 
Joe’s eyes flashed cold. “You can write about the recent natural 
disaster in general but nothing else that you have stumbled across 
in the past month, if you know what I mean.” 

Mabel’s eyes glazed over. 

“Just be careful, Mabel. You have access to some very interesting 
places and that is only the tip of the iceberg. Your little world can 
only continue to exist now if you lay low. I can set you up with a 
censor if you like ... for your protection.” 

Mabel bristled with indignation. 

“l’m 77 years old!” she snapped. “How much longer do you think 
Pll be around anyway? My legacy will NOT be empty words that 
pander to some vapid societal need to maintain a sick status quo!” 

Now it was Joe’s turn to look weary. He paused for a moment to 
give her time to calm down. 

‘T’m just saying that if you want your words to be read at all, 
you will choose them carefully from now on,” he said flatly. Then, 
realizing that it sounded more like a personal threat than advice he 
decided to be more specific. 

“Yes, there is a threat to your safety if your words expose even 
the little you know about sub-sol existence. There is an even greater 
threat to the sub-sol dwellers, and if their technology gets into the 
hands of the corporatists your letters will achieve the opposite effect 
of changing society. 

“You will probably visit Toronto’s underground again sometime 
but I will be your main connection with them even if you do. You 
were given some knowledge of what they are doing and entrusted 
with the secret of the fragile nature of their existence. Keep it.” 

His eyes softened. He looked into her eyes and touched her shoul- 
der. 

“Do you understand now?” 

Mabel nodded. She didn’t need to be told that. She also un- 
derstood that there would be details that Joe was leaving out. You 
had to wonder what was in this for someone like Joe. Almost every- 
one seemed to have a stake in keeping the status quo and he played 
society, in all its mysterious intricacy, like a video game. 

There were things that she knew she would never tell either Joe 


255 


CHAPTER 53. BUSINESS 101 





or Hank about, too, like the bear sneaker net and her encounter with 
Julio. For all she knew, Joe already knew everything. He seemed to 
have eyes and ears everywhere. 

Mabel decided to end the interview. 

“If that’s all it is, I think I can handle it, Joe.” 

Joe started for the door but turned back once more. 

“The world is mourning the recent losses of the upper classes, 
and what they call a shattered economy, even more than the loss of 
thousands of lives. Remember the Titanic? It was famous because 
a bunch of rich people died when it sank. Lots of ships sank. Only 
this one mattered. 

“In the aftermath you have to remember that nothing has changed. 
A million deaths from within society’s supporting structure meant 
no more to the powerful, or even to ordinary families untouched by 
the disaster, than that recent earthquake that killed the same num- 
ber of poor people in Africa ... Oh, you didn’t hear about that? I 
wonder why ... 

“History will mourn what the rich have lost,” he added bitterly. 

“What I’m saying, Mabel, is that whatever happens to you doesn’t 
matter. The difference between now and your previous life is that 
you are no longer completely under the radar. You are still dispens- 
able. Just do your best to lay low and at least appear to be playing 
by the rules.” 
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New normal 


ROM the outside the old store looked completely modern. Solar 
EF panels covered the roof and fresh, mint green paint surrounded 
the door frame and windows. White painted bricks met smooth 
black asphalt in an even seam. The door was propped open with a 
rubber door stop, to let in the, afternoon air. 

Inside, a collection of mason jars and knick knacks gleamed from 
the middle shelf, because Mabel insisted on keeping them. A few 
pink and blue toy bears that played lullabies nested in a basket on 
the counter. All the other shelves held colourful packages of junk 
food, mainly candy, potato chips and gum. 
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Mabel had the walls repainted in tiny, blue flowers to mimic 
the atmosphere of an old farm house, and the tables in the corner 
surfaced with blue marble. A coffee maker gurgled to her left and 
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a soda machine hummed from across the room. LED lighting cast 
a warm glow on some paintings of animals and beaches, and a real 
aquarium full of carp bubbled in the far corner. 

The mail boxes had been moved outside, so anyone who hung 
around inside would be there for the ambiance. But no one really 
stayed. 

The main customers were some guys that Mabel didn’t care to 
know who came in early for coffee nearly every morning, sometimes 
accompanied by Joe. Random kids came in to buy junk food and 
their parents and grandparents sometimes came in looking for the 
products that Mabel kept under the counter. 

Behind the locked door to the basement of the store and down 
some stairs, hidden among the empty storage racks, a tunnel stretched 
almost to the railway station. Crouched at its entrance in the base- 
ment of the store a few men and women with prison tattoos examined 
a map. In soft voices muffled by the hum of cooling equipment, they 
discussed plans for the escape of the next political prisoner. 

Escaped convicts were quickly becoming part of an important un- 
derground economy, so often police searches were quickly and quietly 
retired. Either way, in the aftermath of disaster, most government 
officials asked few questions about the origin of a product or service. 

But Mabel’s association with escaped convicts ended in the tun- 
nel at the basement wall. She would deny any knowledge of it, should 
it be discovered, and friends in high places might look the other way 

. if she cooperated. Some feeble attempt to make an example of re- 
captured prisoners might then happen and some more would escape 
to replace them, but they’d have to go somewhere else. 

On the surface, Mabel was towing the corporate line. She stuck 
to official suppliers, increasing the prices of conventional goods to 
mirror the perception that fuel and production costs continued to 
rise. She didn’t care about selling her product anyway and even her 
order clerk in Toronto avoided talking about Loon Cove. 

Behind the counter, nestled in an ergonomic chair, Mabel always 
wore a pair of cooling harem pants, and a white peasant blouse with 
sleeves that reached to her wrists. The outfit was no longer stylish. 
A cooling band held her silver-gray hair neatly off her face. Best of 
all, she didn’t need glasses anymore to read normal-sized print on 
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her omnipresent laptop. 

Today, like most days, Mabel sat behind the counter, typing. 

“.. the structure of a society in which everyone from the wealth- 
iest to the most impoverished fear real change ...” 

She groaned and stretched, as her back brace reminded her to sit 
up straight. 

“'.. until we can look inside ourselves and clearly see our own 
resistance to change, and are able to acknowledge the role we play 
in maintaining the corporate machine ...” 

She closed the lid on her laptop, as though shielding it from a 
light scent of mint and clove carried through the door on a hot, dry 
breeze. 

Soon she was repressing a smile as the smell took over her world. 
She looked up to find Hank leaning into the counter. 

“Just checking in to make sure you haven’t forgotten about tonight,” 
he whispered, though there was no one else in the store.. 

“Your place, eight o’clock,’ Mabel responded, pretending to ad- 
just some packages of shaving lotion and “Keep it Up” that were 
stored beneath the counter. “Mondays and Thursdays. You’re my 
new normal.” 

Hank and Mabel regularly spent the night together but Mabel 
insisted that they keep separate addresses and change the location 
regularly, so that the government would not pronounce them mar- 
ried. She still liked him better when he didn’t talk, and so did her 
best to find other things to do with their time together. 

While still a big man with a big appetite, Hank’s association with 
Mabel helped him to maintain the healthier weight achieved during 
his traumatic time in the underground. 

Hank cleared his throat and lowered his voice. 

“T hear that the plans for a drone installation that was slated 
for Loon Cove have been scrapped. Wilbur will be pissed that he 
encouraged the government to spend all that money renovating the 
store. What is the population of Loon Cove? 50?” 

Mabel didn’t respond immediately, but flipped up the top of her 
laptop as though she was already tired of the conversation. 

“It was a one-time expenditure,” she drawled. “The crap in here 
they call food never goes bad and there are no other ongoing ex- 
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penses, except sometimes taxes. Anyway, it’s the only establishment 
in Loon Cove. The government should cut its loss and move on.” 

“It seems that there was more money to be made in rebuilding 
Nova Scotia anyway,” Hank continued as he swiped his cash card 
through a slot in the cash register to buy a soda. 

“Good to know,” said Mabel feigning lack of interest. 

After all they’d been through, life had returned to a comfort- 
able routine. When he wasn’t in Toronto building up his Christian 
organization, Hank came in at exactly 2 every day. He usually had 
some mundane, middle class stories to tell about his adventures with 
Sonatto, and Mabel would try to read between the lines. 

Hank cleared his throat again. 

“It seems that Meredith wants to meet you at Café Libra,” he 
said. 

Mabel was mildly irritated. This would disturb her comfortable 
routine. It had been months since she delivered Cassandra’s orange 
bear to Meredith, during a rare trip to Toronto with Hank. Things 
had settled down a lot since then. Prison populations were increased 
worldwide to help with rebuilding infrastructure and everyone was 
just too busy to think about a bear sneaker-net, or the underground. 

“What are you thinking about?” Hank queried softly. 

“That terrible blight on humanity’s subconscious, the Holocaust,” 
Mabel snapped. 

“Is that really what you’re thinking about? Is that what you’re 
writing about?” 

“No,” said Mabel. She turned the laptop around so that Hank 
could see. 

“You'll be the one who answers this letter anyway. Just see if you 
can also get it into the hands of someone who might do something, 
for a change.” 

Hank pushed the computer back toward Mabel and smiled. 

“Tm challenging perceptions of reality,” she persisted. “Think 
of it as a Venn diagram. Where perceptions from different people 
intercept, we call that reality. The fact is, we all live in imaginary 
worlds except when we’re caught up in collective insanity. 

“The biggest challenge is moving from rhetoric to action ...” 
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“How about tomorrow?” Hank interrupted, bringing her back to 
the moment. “I mean for the meeting with Meredith.” 

“Since when are you Meredith’s messenger?” Mabel asked. 

“Since I go to Toronto more often than you do,” Hank replied, 
starting to lose patience. 

“Café Libra? What about Yeshua?” said Mabel. 

Hank raised an eyebrow. 

“He’s out west. Evidently he was giving out chip cards, asking 
people to help him find Cassandra. He received a signal from one in 
a Calgary rail yard.” 

Mabel coughed and stifled a laugh. 

“Anyway, he’s been spending a lot of time in therapy lately, from 
what I’ve heard ...” said Hank. 

“Getting in touch with his inner asshole?” Mabel drawled. 

“More likely manipulating a therapist,” said Hank. “His therapist 
recommended that he befriend Meredith and try to get her to get 
over old hostilities.” 

He picked up his soda as if to leave but put it down again on the 
counter. 

“Where there is suffering there are also opportunities, Mabel. 
There are rebuilding opportunities happening all over the world. I 
think Wilbur and Meredith are asking us to be a part of the up side 
of what has happened.” 

“You mean making money on the suffering of others. Sure, Hank,” 
said Mabel. “In the end it’s what you do with it, I suppose. I'll close 
the store for a couple of days.” 

She thought of Julio’s contacts in the basement, who would have 
finished their tunnel by now. Neither Hank nor Joe knew about this. 
She thought of the underground in Toronto and wondered how many 
other isolated communities might exist in the world: under the soil, 
or perhaps under the ocean. 

Mabel sighed and squeezed the hand Hank rested on the counter. 

“It’s the lives that happen between the cracks of a crumbling 
social infrastructure that have the potential to become humanity’s 
future. Either way, we’re all in this together,” she said. 

Hank rolled his eyes and fidgeted. 
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“Everyone is dancing in some part of the circus. In the end, isn’t 
it all a big fiction anyway?” Mabel continued. 

Hank looked very bored and said nothing. The gurgle of the 
espresso machine sliced through the white noise of six, state-of-the- 
art beverage coolers. 

Hank slid his hand from under Mabel’s and turned toward the 
door. As he reached the door, he swung his body back, forefinger 
extended in an exaggerated gesture, then allowed his arm to collapse 
at his side. 

“Eight o’clock,” he sighed. 
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